Approved by Learning and Teaching Group 25 November 2002

GUIDANCE ON FORMULATING PROGRAMME AIMS 

AND LEARNING OUTCOMES

General guidance

The formulation of aims and learning outcomes enables students, the outside world and ourselves as academics to appreciate more clearly what we (departments and individuals) are setting out to achieve with our teaching and what the end product of the learning experience is to be.  These introductory generic guidelines attempt to set out how to approach writing aims and learning outcomes.

Whilst the focus in this document is on the programme, anyone writing aims and outcomes should be aware of the intended aims and outcomes of the units that comprise the programme.  Steps should also be taken to ensure that the programme aims and outcomes are capable of being, and are being, delivered through the units taken by students.

Programme aims and outcomes are formalised in Programme Specifications (please see http://www.bristol.ac.uk/tsu/int_quality/progspecs/progspecs.html for further details of the development of Programme Specifications in the University) and should appear in departmental handbooks.

Definitions:

Aims

Aims provide a brief, but clear, overall impression of the educational purposes of the programme.  They should encapsulate what it is that the programme intends to deliver, identifying the core concepts and the rationale behind it.  The aims for the programme are likely to be more general than those for the unit.

Learning outcomes

Learning outcomes are more detailed statements of what we want our students to achieve - the knowledge, understanding, skills, capabilities and values students will have gained as a result of their learning experience in a particular programme. Again, the outcomes for the programme unit are likely to be more general than those for the unit. Outcomes can be both specific (for example detailing competencies) and more general (for example a broad appreciation of a particular culture or working environment).

Factors to take into account when writing learning outcomes

There is no one model, or word limit.  Aims and learning outcomes should be built up around the underlying academic philosophy of the department and the application of that philosophy through the particular programme.

Content

Learning outcomes can be broken down into categories – normally knowledge and understanding, intellectual/cognitive skills, and other key skills (transferable, practical etc).  Outcomes can be both specific (for example detailing competencies) and more general (for example a broad appreciation of a particular culture or working environment).  

External reference points

Programme outcomes need to be consistent with the requirements of relevant professional bodies and statutory regulatory bodies (QAA and its Subject Benchmark Statements).  Learning outcomes should not simply reproduce the relevant Benchmarking Statements, but writers should be aware that significant departures (including omissions) from the Statements (in terms of a particular body of knowledge, skill or learning opportunity) will need to be explained and may need to be justified both within the University internal quality assurance procedure and in any external subject based review or trail.

University guidelines

Writers should be aware of, and be consistent with, the University Teaching and Learning Guidelines.  (http://www.bristol.ac.uk/tsu/lta/strategy/guidelines.html)

Levels

Within any programme there should be progression between levels (normally years) as the demands placed upon students increase.  Whilst it is not necessary to write aims and outcomes for each level, programme aims and learning outcomes should reflect progression and appropriateness for level.  Information on the QAA’s Framework for Higher Education Qualifications and its interaction with the University’s definition of levels is available at http://www.bris.ac.uk/tsu/units/levels.html.  The University credit framework at http://www.bristol.ac.uk/tsu/lta/mod/creditframe.doc should also be consulted.

Teaching methods

The student should be given the opportunity to achieve the learning outcomes.  The design, structure and organisation of the syllabus for the programme as a whole, together with the nature of the teaching, should permit the achievement of the learning outcomes.

Assessment

The assessment regime for the programme as a whole should enable learners to demonstrate that they can achieve the intended learning outcomes.  Learning outcomes should not normally be included if they cannot be, or are not, assessed (formatively or summatively).

Communication

It is essential that aims and learning outcomes are set out and communicated to students in a way, and in a language, that is accessible and understandable to all.  This is normally achieved through departmental and unit handbooks.  Students also need to be made aware of the links between aims and outcomes and syllabus design, assessment methods and marking criteria.

Multiple programmes within a subject area (joint degrees)

As far as possible aims and outcomes should be specific to the programme – i.e. each programme should have its own distinct aims and outcomes stemming from the nature of the discipline (or disciplines).  

This can cause a particular problem in the case of joint degrees.  In departments which offer a number of joint degrees with a range of other subjects and make available an identical curriculum across those programmes with the aim of simply providing the opportunity for students to study two subjects independently, then the (departmental) aims and learning outcomes could be standard across those degrees.  However, where there is an integration between the two subjects (in terms of subject matter and intellectual endeavour), then the aims and outcomes should reflect this and be programme distinctive.

Approval, reflection and review

The appropriate forms should be filled in for each and every new programme or substantial revision to a programme, approved by the department (or teaching committee on its behalf) and forwarded to the relevant faculty (please see http://www.bristol.ac.uk/tsu/units/int_quality/newprogs/2005 for details of the approval process).  Departments should elicit student feedback on programmes annually and review the operation of all programmes as part of the annual programme review process.  Where necessary, learning outcomes can and should be amended in the light of this review.

Annual FQAT reviews and periodic University Departmental Reviews will be concerned to ensure that appropriate mechanisms for formulating, reviewing and revising programme aims and learning outcomes are in place and operating effectively.  External Subject Reviews and discipline or theme trails undertaken in connection with Institutional Audit might also focus on programme learning outcomes, their approval mechanism and their quality assurance.
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