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Programme
specification and

its role in
promoting an

outcomes model
of learning

N O RMAN JACKSON University of Surrey, UK

A B S T R AC T Programme specifications will have an important influ-
ence on academic practice in UK higher education. They will
provide concise summary descriptions of the educational learning
outcomes of programmes. They are intended to promote and
support a systematic process of critical reflection on the curriculum
and the means by which the desired outcomes are achieved and
demonstrated. They will provide a foundation for the public assur-
ance of academic standards in universities and colleges and will
provide the initial point of contact between an institution’s evalu-
ative and assurance processes and the new peer review process of
academic review. They will show how programmes and awards
relate to the HE qualifications framework now being developed by
the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education. This article tries
to explain some of the thinking that underlies policy so that those
responsible for implementing it will have a better understanding of
what it is trying to do and why it has been shaped in the way it has.
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Introduction

The last decade has witnessed the transformation of UK higher education
from a highly selective, elitist system to a more accessible, multi-purpose
mass system. Successive government administrations have repositioned the
university system from one founded on the notion of autonomous self-
regulation (the right of institutions to decide freely and independently
how to perform their tasks; Johnson, 1994), to notions of autonomy and
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self-regulation that are founded on an explicit public policy (quality assur-
ance) framework (Jackson, 1997).

The massive expansion and increased flexibility of higher education
provision, the rapid expansion of the university system and the student
population between 1989 and 1994 coupled to changes in public percep-
tions of the purpose of higher education, all contributed to concerns for
the comparability of standards across the higher education system (HEQC,
1997; 1–9). Such concerns were addressed in a national debate led by the
Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC) between 1994 and 1997 and a
National Committee of Inquiry in Higher Education (NCIHE, 1997). The
report of the committee (known as the Dearing report in England, Wales
and Northern Ireland and the Garrick report in Scotland) contains a set of
recommendations that are intended to provide the basis for public policy
(statements of intent for the management of public services like education) aimed at
improving the capacity of a diverse, multi-purpose higher education system
to regulate its academic standards.

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA; an organiz-
ation established in 1997 ‘to support higher education institutions in dis-
charging their responsibility for the quality and standards of their
educational provision’; Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals
[CVCP], 1996) is charged with developing policy in consultation with the
higher education community and other interested parties (e.g. students,
employers, professional and statutory regulatory bodies, funding councils
and higher education representative bodies). The intention is to develop and
implement by 2000–2001 a new quality assurance regime focused on the
public assurance of standards. Descriptions of, and commentary on, emer-
gent policy can be found in QAA (1998a, 1998b, 1999a, 1999b, 2000a,
2000b, 2000c, 2000d), Jackson (1998a, 1998b, 1999a) and Brown (1998).
This article focuses on one aspect of policy – programme specification. It
considers the role it is intended to play in encouraging a system-wide move
to outcomes-based learning (OBL) and referencing learning activities and
outcomes to a national qualifications framework (QAA, 1999c).

Underpinning the UK approach to policy aimed at assuring standards
in a diverse mass system is the belief that it is neither desirable nor poss-
ible to achieve uniform standards across the whole higher education
system. Instead, the onus is placed on those responsible for creating stan-
dards to be more explicit about the nature of their standards. A funda-
mental principle in developing policy is to help teaching teams explain
the basis for their standards without seeking to take away their professional
autonomy for determining the standards or the way those standards are
achieved. The adoption of OBL (rather than a national curriculum or
assessment) is critical to maintaining this principle.
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The main elements of the policy framework are:

• a universal framework on which qualifications, credit for achievement
and programmes/modules can be positioned

• programme specifications that will enable higher education institutions
to describe the main learning outcomes for a programme and show
how programmes, modules and awards are positioned on the national
qualifications framework

• quality assurance processes that will: (a) help clarify the dimensions of
standards in subjects (via subject benchmarking groups) and (b) utilize
a strengthened system of external examiners and an external review
process to provide greater public assurance that standards are acceptable

• a progress file that will enable achievement to be monitored, evaluated
and recorded containing two elements: (a) transcript for recording
student achievement that will follow a common format and (b) means
by which students can monitor, build and reflect upon their personal
development (the term personal development planning is being used
to describe this process).

• codes of practice against which HE institutions can reference their own
practices and procedures for assuring the quality and standards of the
education they provide.

Making the basis of academic standards more
explicit

The question of standards in a diverse, multi-purpose, higher education
system is very complicated. Pring (1992), writing at the time UK higher edu-
cation was beginning its radical transformation, provides a perspective on the
meaning of academic standards that many academics would recognize.

The academic tradition lays stress upon intellectual discipline and upon high
standards of thinking, arguing, enquiring, experimenting, speculating that are
part and parcel of an intellectual discipline. Such disciplined ways of thinking
develop over time. They are sustained by social arrangements partly recognised
in learned societies and professional associations, partly reflected in the power
structures and authorities recognised by people with similar interests . . . There
is a dominant academic tradition which sees quality of intellectual endeavour
(and the implicit standards of good and bad performance) to lie within specific
traditions of disciplined enquiry. Such traditions are defined partly in terms of
the relevant concepts, procedures, problems, tests of validity and the use of
these concepts etc., more or less effectively, more or less correctly. Thus there
are standards but these, though acknowledged in one’s intellectual efforts, are
more often than not unspoken . . . and the application of these standards does
not entail explicit formulation of them. Hence the importance of the
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‘judgement’ of those who are authorities within the subject (the academics,
external examiners and advisors), and hence the importance, too of a period
of initiation – the gradual recognition by the learned of the many standards
which are acknowledged within the exercise of intellectual disciplines.

The shift from an elitist to a mass system and expansion of the university
system raised the issue of the comparability of standards: a matter that had
not been challenged in the elitist system. Following government prompts
in 1994 the Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals (CVCP) com-
missioned the Higher Education Quality Council (HEQC) to seek a more
robust and transparent way of assuring standards. Emerging from the public
debate that was engineered by HEQC (HEQC, 1997) was the belief that the
basis for academic standards could and should be rendered more accessible
by adopting a model of learning that views the creation of academic stan-
dards as a deliberate and explicit process (in marked contrast to Pring’s
[1992] view of standards). This model (elaborated by HEQC, 1997: 35,
and Jackson, 1998a) involves the formulation of general educational expec-
tations which guide the creation of programme educational objectives or
learning outcomes and more specific learning outcomes in the taught ele-
ments of the programme. These in turn provide the rationale for particu-
lar teaching and learning strategies to enable the outcomes to be realized
and assessment methods and performance criteria that measure the extent
to which the outcomes have been demonstrated/achieved. Although it
might appear from this description of the model that progression from
expectations to performance standards is a simple, precise, linear process,
in reality it is a complex, imprecise, iterative process requiring many adjust-
ments within, and sometimes subsequent to, the learning process, and sup-
ported by referencing and discussion within peer groups. The approach
acknowledges the complexity of an academic standard in terms of the inter-
relationship and balance of knowledge, understanding, cognitive, practical
and general skills, capabilities and other implicit educational outcomes. It
recognizes that written specifications are an aid to professional judgement
about a standard rather than the total embodiment of the standard.

The Dearing review accepted this analysis and recommended (within the
recommendation for programme specification) that learning intentions be
expressed in the form of learning outcomes. The programme specification,
together with subject benchmarking, academic review and the national
qualifications framework with its awards and level descriptors (QAA,
1998a, 1998b, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2000d), are
therefore policy vehicles for promoting system-wide adoption of OBL.
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Pros and cons of OBL

Debates on the relative strengths and weaknesses of OBL are international
rather than national. They have become politicized and polarized because
of the link between OBL and the reconstruction or reform of education
systems (for example in South Africa, North America, Australia, New
Zealand and the UK). The idea behind OBL is simple, namely that learning
and teaching should be determined by learning outcomes rather than a
syllabus. OBL provides a model of learning that emphasizes what is
expected of students, teachers (and support systems and structures) rather
than a prescription of what they should know.

Supporters of OBL argue that the approach provides a sounder foun-
dation for learning, teaching and testing because it demands greater clarity
and transparency of objectives. These have to be expressed in terms of
measurable behaviour, i.e. defining the learning objective makes clear what
students should be able to do in order to demonstrate that they have
achieved the specified objective. The philosophy behind the approach is
simple yet compelling, namely that objectives stated in such a manner will
provide teachers and learners with clear guidance as to what is expected of
them, and will indicate in advance how student performance will be
assessed (Melton, 1997). Because learning outcomes are a type of behav-
ioural objective they also tend to emphasize ‘the can do’ aspect of learning.
Supporters argue that this benefits students when they come to present
themselves to employers who, we are told, are more concerned with the
capability to apply knowledge and skills than with knowledge itself. It must,
however, be acknowledged that in moving from content- to outcomes-
based learning there are significant implications for pedagogy, curriculum
and assessment.

Criticisms of OBL are of four main types (Chisholm, 1997). The first
accepts that OBL, with its emphasis on explicitness and transparency may
not be a bad thing, but that policy-driven implementation underestimates
the time needed to develop the professional capacities of individuals to
design and teach outcomes-based courses and the institutional costs of sup-
porting curriculum reform. The second criticism is also not fundamentally
against the approach but is concerned with the bureaucracy that OBL
demands in order to demonstrate the connections between outcomes and
the learning and assessment process. Such criticisms are founded on a
number of beliefs: that all bureaucracy is a waste of time, that being
required to make explicit what had previously been implicit amounts to an
erosion of professional autonomy, and that in doing so academics render
themselves even more accountable to students and peers. The third type of
criticism fundamentally questions the philosophical and epistemological
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basis for OBL. For example, (i) that it offers an instrumentalist view of
knowledge that violates the epistemology of the structure of some subjects
and disciplines; (ii) that it pays little attention to process itself and there-
fore is pedagogically unsound; (iii) that important educational outcomes,
such as values and attitudes, are difficult to accommodate; (iv) that it
trivializes curriculum content and emphasizes skills at the expense of
knowledge. The fourth type of criticism challenges the political assump-
tion in the model, arguing that any attempt to impose a universal model
for learning, regardless of the reasons for its introduction, is bound to fail.

The polarization of arguments between policy makers seeking a systemic
and politically acceptable solution to perceived problems and educational
developers and practitioners who are promoting the pedagogic benefits of
OBL, and practitioners and educational researchers who reject OBL, makes
it more difficult to develop policy. In creating policy on programme specifi-
cations the strategy has been to raise awareness of such issues in public
debate, to explain the reasons for policy, to consider different options, and
to work with institutions and practitioners willing to try out, evaluate and
help improve policy proposals (hundreds of academics in many institutions
have contributed to the development work). So although policy is being
driven top-down it is actually being created bottom-up by those who are
going to be most affected by it. This pragmatic (but caring) approach is
more likely to result in policy that is workable and an understanding and
public recognition of the limitations of policy, but it will not result in policy
that satisfies those who are opposed to OBL in principle.

OBL model to support practice and quality
assurance

The discussion above highlighted that OBL focuses attention primarily on
‘what is to be learnt’ and ‘what is actually learnt.’ But academic practice is
rooted in concerns for the process of learning. In order for OBL-based poli-
cies to be operationalized it is necessary to create a process model that links
the ‘what is to be learnt’ with the ‘what is actually learnt’ via the ‘process
of learning’ (Figure 1). All the policies within the new quality assurance
regime can be related to this simple model and it represents an attempt to
bridge the gap between political imperatives, expressed in the Dearing
recommendation, and the reality of academic practice.

A further consideration in the OBL debate is ‘who’ is defining the out-
comes to be learnt? The Dearing recommendation assumed that aca-
demics are in the driving seat but the small, but growing, demand for
contract-based learning (where the learner defines their own outcomes)
compromises this assumption. Furthermore, inherent in the aspiration for

J A C K S O N : P R O G R A M M E S P E C I F I C AT I O N

137

04 Jackson (jk/d)  25/10/00 1:26 pm  Page 137



A C T I V E L E A R N I N G I N H I G H E R E D U C AT I O N 1(2)

138

the personal development planning element of the progress file (another
Dearing recommendation) is the idea that learners will contribute to the
definition of their own learning outcomes. Responsibility for defining the
outcomes of learning is clearly not a simple matter when learners are
taking increasing responsibility for what they learn and how they learn it.

Conception of programme specification

The idea of a programme specification (a consistent and concise descrip-
tion of the purpose, learning intentions, curriculum, teaching, learning and
assessment strategy for a programme) emanated from the graduate stan-
dards programme (HEQC, 1997: 91). The holistic idea of a graduate (but
not the holistic conception of a programme profile) was incorporated into
recommendation 21 of the Dearing review:

we recommend that institutions of HE begin immediately to develop, for each
programme they offer, a ‘programme specification’ which identifies potential
stopping-off points and gives the intended outcomes of the programme in
terms of:
– the knowledge and understanding that a student will be expected to have upon completion;
– key skills: communication, numeracy, use of information technology and learning how to learn;
– cognitive skills, such as an understanding of methodologies or ability in critical analysis;
– subject specific skills – such as laboratory skills.

The primary motivation for this proposal was to make the learning inten-
tions of a programme explicit in order to improve the quality of public
information on the access to learning opportunities and the outcomes 

Intended
outcomes

Processes
   that enable
 outcomes to

   be achieved

Outcomes
  achieved

Programme Specifications

Personal Development Planning     Transcripts

Progress File

Figure 1 Conceptual framework for outcomes-based learning. The parts of
the model that are addressed by Programme Specifications and Progress Files
are shown
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of learning. QAA argued that the value of information on intended out-
comes would be enhanced if it could be related to the educational
process. Making the relationship between intended outcomes and the
learning process explicit helps students to understand and appreciate the
reasons for particular teaching, learning and assessment strategies. It also
encourages curriculum designers and teachers to make this connection
and institutional quality assurance processes to check that sufficient
opportunities for learning are provided to enable the intended outcomes
to be achieved.

Policy development work attempted to reconcile the Dearing objective
of providing more explicit public information on outcomes with the
broader educational objective of showing how the intended outcomes from
a programme are promoted and demonstrated through the learning
process. QAA policy on programme specification is therefore a mix of the
Dearing and HEQC conceptions (Jackson 2000).

Categorization of learning
The Dearing recommendation assumes that the generic outcomes of higher
level learning can be described adequately in terms of four parameters
(knowledge and understanding, cognitive and subject-specific skills, and
key skills). The production of over 70 completed templates in more than
20 subjects indicated that the outcomes of programmes could be described
within these parameters. However, it was apparent that some outcomes,
such as problem-solving, were often cited in more than one category. Some
participants felt that categorization gave undue emphasis to the acquisition
of skills at the expense of knowledge and understanding, and that cat-
egorization inhibited the inclusion of desirable outcomes that were not
measured explicitly. It also became apparent that there was a mismatch
between the way that some subject benchmarking groups formulated their
outcome statements and the categorization of learning outcomes given in
the programme specification (Jackson et al., 2000). This made it more diffi-
cult to relate programme outcomes to subject benchmarking statements.

Another important question posed by the development process was
whether the parameters proposed by Dearing adequately reflect the dimen-
sions of higher education learning. Academic standards are difficult to
explain because they represent a complex, ever-changing, interdependent,
mixture of contextualized (subject/programme/institution) knowledge
(information/facts, concepts, principles, procedures or theories usually
relating to one or more subject domains), understanding (comprehension,
interpretation, judgement) and skill (capacity to do something with the
knowledge). Possessing knowledge does not necessarily mean that it can
be used effectively. To do this a learner must posses certain intellectual or

J A C K S O N : P R O G R A M M E S P E C I F I C AT I O N

139

04 Jackson (jk/d)  25/10/00 1:26 pm  Page 139



cognitive processing skills, e.g. the ability to analyse, synthesize or evaluate
(Bloom, 1956). The ability to process and apply knowledge may also be
dependent on the possession of subject-specific practical skills (e.g. ability
to operate a particular piece of equipment) and more general practical and
personal qualities and skills, such as self-motivation and the ability to
communicate in various ways and through various media (variously
described as transferable, core, common, generic or key skills in the UK).

The third question raised by the Dearing categorization relates to the
validity of the requirement for higher education to adopt the four key skills
(communication, numeracy, use of information technology and learning
how to learn) as a valued outcome of the educational process. There is
little recognition in the Dearing report of the contested nature of key skills
or of the differences of understanding that lie behind the terms (Whit-
ston, 1998: 307. See also the critique of the theoretical and conceptual
basis for such skills by Hyland and Johnson, 1998 and Bennett, Dunne and
Carre, 1999). Challenges to the idea of key skills cannot be ignored by the
policy developer because they reflect a significant (though not always
articulated) view within the academic community.What can be said of key
skills is that while there is widespread acknowledgement of the idea that
learning is underpinned by certain generic qualities and skills, there is no
consensus view as to how this aspect of the educational process should be
dealt with in either practice or policy terms. This provides a poor and con-
fusing foundation on which to build coherent and workable public policy.

A QAA commissioned study to inform policy (Garrett, 1999) indicated
that 94 percent of institutional respondents to a questionnaire (70%
response from 70 higher education institutions surveyed) either have in
place or are developing a formal policy on key or transferable skills with
the enhancement of graduate employability the most commonly cited
reason for the development of policy. Most institutions are focusing on a
common list of general skills, e.g. communication, teamwork, IT, numer-
acy, learning how to learn and problem-solving, but references to analyti-
cal/critical thinking skills, practical skills, etc. serve to remind us that
academic communities view such skills in an holistic rather than atomistic
sense.

QAA’s response to these important questions has been to argue that the
primary concern of programme specifications is to encourage institutions
and subjects to make explicit what they believe are their own educational
and learning outcomes. It should not set out to define lists of potential out-
comes, rather, it should promote continued discussion within subject com-
munities and programme teams about the nature and balance of particular
qualities and skills and the way that these might be promoted within differ-
ent curricular, teaching, learning and assessment contexts. The adoption of
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this principle led to a simplification of the four-fold characterization of
learning outcomes to: (i) knowledge and understanding, (ii) skills and
other attributes in order to:

• provide greater opportunity for institutions/subjects to represent their
educational/learning outcomes in ways that they consider are most
appropriate (institutions can still use the Dearing categorization of out-
comes if they feel that it is appropriate to do so)

• accommodate better the variety of approaches to the specification of
outcomes in subject benchmark statements

• enable higher education institutions to represent skills in a holistic way
and avoid the criticism of fragmentation and artificial compartmental-
ization that results from over-categorization

• facilitate the inclusion of other valued but non-measurable educational
outcomes such as attitudes and behaviours, if deemed appropriate.

Universal adoption of OBL
Implicit in the Dearing recommendation for programme specification is the
assumption that an outcomes model of learning could be adopted by a
higher education system. Development work on the feasibility of an out-
comes-based approach in higher education was undertaken in the early
1990s (Otter, 1992). The main conclusions of this study (which involved
engineering, design, English, environmental science and social science)
were that:

• it is possible to describe the outcomes of higher education more explic-
itly, although they cannot be expressed in simple ‘can do’ statements,
and, in a complex and changing environment, such definitions will
never be complete or fixed

• descriptions of learning outcomes in higher education cannot be
expressed as a single set of ‘national standards’ of the kind developed
for national vocational qualifications, since higher education exists to
meet the needs of a variety of client groups and a range of social, econ-
omic, scientific and actual needs, and properly embodies a range of
different cultures and value systems

• it is necessary to develop processes within each institution to link
outcome definitions with quality assurance, since the authority to
define the purposes of degree programmes rests with the chartered
institution, rather than with any national agency

• an outcomes-led approach requires staff to develop and use methods of
assessment which measure achievements directly, but current assess-
ment practice tends to neglect these questions of validity in favour of
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reliability, and many academic staff lack experience of appropriate
approaches to assessment.

The policies developed by QAA to promote OBL recognize and accommo-
date these conclusions. There are few statistics on the extent to which OBL
is used in UK higher education.A report commissioned by QAA (Turnbull,
1999) indicated that 64 percent (18 of 28) of the universities surveyed in
the Northern Universities Consortium for Credit Accumulation and Trans-
fer (NUCCAT) use learning outcomes as the means of specifying the
expected learning and achievements of students at the level of a unit or
module. About 50 percent of the institutions surveyed also reported that
every learning outcome had to be achieved in order for credit to be
awarded. But anecdotal evidence suggests that the extent to which OBL is
understood and practised across the higher education system is highly
variable.

It is unlikely that programme specification alone would promote a
system-wide move to OBL. However, other policies – subject bench-
marking (QAA, 1998a, 1998b, 1999a, 1999b, 2000b and on-line at http:
//www.qaa.ac.uk/public.htm; Jackson et al., 2000), the national qualifi-
cations framework (QAA, 2000d), codes of practice for assessment and
programme review and approval and the process of academic review, will
promote and reinforce this policy objective.

Information content

Programme specification is based on a minimum data set (core infor-
mation) and optional information (Table 1). The information content was
developed progressively by voluntary testing in different subjects, insti-
tutions and types of programme.

Programme specifications can be created using the headings given in
Table 1 but there is the potential to display and relate information graphi-
cally (e.g. Figure 2). Example templates were prepared and piloted to show
the type of information that might be included. This approach also served
to develop an appreciation of the level of detail that could be contained in
the format. Four different templates were developed and tested with prac-
titioners between mid-1997 and mid-1998. The process was one of itera-
tion and refinement in which QAA attempted to respond to the issues and
concerns raised and incorporate suggestions for improvement. The final
policy position adopted by QAA is that the information can be presented
in either open text or template format. This reduces the potential for con-
sistency and comparability, but is more likely to achieve ownership of the
product and process.
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Programme specification as an educational
construct

Constructs are the expression of complex abstract ideas produced from
a synthesis (or assembly) of simpler ideas (see Cherryholmes, 1988;
Haertel, 1985; and Moss, 1992 for a comprehensive examination of this
concept). In the educational context they can be used to convey infor-
mation on the fundamental attributes that result from learning. Such
attributes may be too general to be demonstrated directly but their defi-
nition is helpful in enabling teaching teams to gain a better appreciation
of the teaching and learning strategies that are necessary for the acqui-
sition and progressive development of attributes and to design an
assessment regime that is valid to demonstrate their achievement. Pro-
gramme specification is a type of educational construct (a concise syn-
thesis of valued educational outcomes that can be used as a set of
organizing principles to guide the design of curricula and assessment).
Policy is intended to provide a framework for the systematic description
of outcomes and to make explicit, through the structure of the infor-
mation the connections between programme outcomes and the out-
comes of curriculum units. The real value of the construct is in
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Table 1 Suggested information content of a programme specification (QAA
2000a)

• awarding body/institution
• teaching institution (if different)
• details of accreditation by a professional/statutory body
• programme title
• UCAS code
• aims of the programme
• relevant subject benchmark statements and other external and internal

reference points used to inform programme outcomes
• programme outcomes: knowledge and understanding; skills and other attributes
• teaching, learning and assessment strategies to enable outcomes to be

achieved and demonstrated
• programme structures and requirements, levels, modules, credits and awards
• date at which programme specification was written or revised

In addition, institutions might wish to include:
• criteria for admission to the programme
• information about assessment regulations
• indicators of quality
• particular support for learning
• methods for evaluating and improving the quality and standards of learning
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prompting a deliberate process of curriculum deconstruction in order
to understand better how the sum of the parts relates to the whole. As
such, the summary statement is merely the end product of a considered,
professional and skilled process.
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9. Educational aims

      10A. Programme outcomes
¥ Knowledge and understanding
¥ Skills and other attributes

   10B. Teaching, learning and assessment
strategies to enable outcomes to be achieved

HE Level 1

HE Level 2

HE Level 3

11. Structures, Levels, Modules, Credit and Awards

                  Management of Quality and Standards
12.  Support for learning
13.  Admissions criteria/entry profile
14.  Strategies for evaluating/improving quality/standards
15.  Regulation of assessment
16.  Indicators of quality

OPTIONAL INFORMATION (institutionally determined)

CORE INFORMATION

1. Awarding Institution / Body
2. Teaching Institution
3. Programme Accredited by:
4. Final Award
5. Programme Title
6. UCAS Code (or other coding system if relevant)
7. Relevant Subject Benchmarking Statements
8. Date of production or revision of PS

HE Certificate

HE Diploma

Bachelor degree

entry and exit
points to the
curriculum

Figure 2 Example Programme Specification template developed by the Quality
Assurance Agency. Nb the level structure reflects current practice rather than
the structure proposed in QAA (2000d).
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Types of learning outcome

An outcome is simply a result or consequence of an action or process. So,
in an educational context the process of learning results in learning out-
comes. The development process engendered considerable debate around
the issue of whether the nature of the outcomes is the same at programme
and module level. The conclusion reached was that while the construct of
learning outcomes can be applied to whole curricular routes as well as
curriculum units within the route there were differences of meaning and
application.

Module outcomes predict the learning that students will have demon-
strated when they have completed the curriculum unit. These learning out-
comes relate directly to the assessment methods and criteria used to
evaluate performance. Module outcomes are connected to academic stan-
dards through explicit assessment criteria and the evidence students
provide of learning. Assessment criteria guide students on the quality of
work expected in order to achieve the necessary standard and help aca-
demic staff to judge the extent to which the outcomes have been achieved.
The actual standards of achievement are embodied in marks, grades and
performance statements.

In contrast, programme outcomes are learning outcomes of a more stra-
tegic nature. They embody the educational purposes and values of the
overall learning experience within a subject and institutional context. These
outcomes provide the strategic framework for the process of learning. It
should be possible to demonstrate that all the programme outcomes are
being developed through the learning opportunities provided but there
may be some educationally desirable outcomes that are not explicitly and
separately assessed. There should, however, be a clear link between the pro-
gramme outcomes, the overall assessment strategy for a programme, and
the assessment methods and instruments used to demonstrate and judge
whether outcomes (intentions) have actually been achieved (results).

Programme outcomes are generally not assessed directly (although syn-
optic forms of assessment such as final-stage projects and dissertations
could be structured to do this). They are connected to academic standards
through general assessment criteria that are used to distinguish between
students that have performed at different levels over the whole programme.
For example, quality of performance criteria relating to grade bands for
honours classification or the award of pass, merit, distinction. The per-
formance criteria in subject benchmarking statements illustrate how such
criteria are constructed with reference to subject outcomes. The standards
of achievement are embodied in classified awards, certificates and tran-
scripts.
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Curriculum design and evaluation

OBL requires a systematic approach to curriculum design. The programme
specification is intended to encourage teaching teams to consider and
explain how the programme outcomes connect with the specific learning
outcomes for individual study units in the programme. Figure 3 shows
schematically how such a relationship might be demonstrated in a modular
or unitized curriculum. The educational outcomes for each programme are
set out in a programme specification and the ways in which they are real-
ized are made explicit in the specification for each module/unit in the pro-
gramme. An overview (across a portfolio of modules) can be created using
a mapping tool that shows where particular learning outcomes are devel-
oped, taught and assessed. Additional mapping tools could show the types
of teaching and learning methods that are used to enable particular learn-
ing outcomes to be achieved, the assessment methods that enable the
achievement of particular learning outcomes to be demonstrated and even
the support and guidance strategies that underpin the pedagogic processes.
Practical examples of the use of such mapping tools are given in the Guide-
lines for Programme Specifications (QAA, 2000a) and Jenkins (1997).
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Figure 3 Diagram to show how programme outcomes might be connected to
module learning outcomes and assessment methods
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Assessment

OBL increases the importance of the validity of the assessment methods
(Otter, 1992). At the programme level it assumes an explicit relationship
between the learning outcomes and:

• the overall assessment strategy (are the assessment methods appropri-
ate for assessing the range of specified outcomes?)

• the assessment instruments (do examination questions/coursework
assignment tasks actually test learning outcomes?).

At module level the questions are:

• are the assessment methods appropriate for assessing the range of speci-
fied outcomes?

• do the assessment instruments (examination questions/coursework
assignment tasks) actually test learning outcomes?

• do the assessment criteria guide judgements on different levels of per-
formance in the specified outcomes?

A key question for any higher education system that promotes OBL is
whether there is an expectation that all outcomes will be explicitly and indi-
vidually assessed. Two different positions were argued in policy debates on
programme specification. The first argued that all intended outcomes
should be assessed (with the implication that policy would be ineffective
if this was not the case). The second argued that it was educationally
undesirable to limit a higher education experience to a set of measurable
outcomes that must be explicitly assessed. But that if such outcomes are
implicit in the educational process, the onus is on teaching teams to show
how the curriculum, teaching, learning, assessment and support strategies
promote their development. It is the second of these two positions that is
being promoted by QAA policy.

Sharing academic and occupational standards

One of the most cogent and persistent drivers of educational reform in the
UK is the idea that the distinctive domains of occupational and academic
learning can be integrated through various policies, constructs and strat-
egies (Jackson, 1999b). The design intentions of an integrated system is
that it facilitates access to, and progression through, the learning oppor-
tunities provided in ways that more compartmentalized systems cannot.
The absence of a common conceptual vocabulary has inhibited the sharing
of standards between the two domains. The adoption of OBL by higher edu-
cation would, for the first time, provide a common conceptual vocabulary
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for the exchange of information about standards and facilitate this process
in those areas where it is relevant to do so (e.g. healthcare education).

Concluding remarks

Programme specifications (in conjunction with other QAA policies) will
have an important influence on UK higher education, specifically in the
way in which they will promote outcomes-based learning and encourage
a more systematic approach to curriculum design and assessment. This
article tries to explain some of the thinking that underlies policy so that
those responsible for implementing it have a better understanding of why
it has been shaped in this way. In doing so it exposes some of the dilem-
mas faced in this type of development work. Educational policy shapers
(such as Lord Dearing and his committees) are concerned primarily with
identifying simple ideas to solve complex problems, maintaining the
overall integrity of a policy framework and addressing/balancing the
needs of different interests. They do not concern themselves with the
detailed implications of their proposals or of the practicalities of
implementation. Neither are they interested in the educational arguments
and values that might persuade higher education colleagues to work
within the policy framework or the way in which one policy will relate
to another.

Policy makers and developers must be concerned with the detailed impli-
cations of policy, with the reasons for and assumptions that underlie policy.
They must also acknowledge those aspects of emergent policy that are con-
tested by practitioners and educational theorists. National policy must be suf-
ficiently credible for consensual agreement to be reached, but it must be
flexible enough to enable users to embed the policy in their own organiz-
ational structures and processes. Policy is only given meaning when it is made
to work by the professional and administrative communities that will use it.

The starting position for policy on programme specification was the
political desire to provide public information on the outcomes of a pro-
gramme. The development process revealed that if such information is to
have any validity (and the learners’ interests are to be protected) the initial
objective of policy must be to ensure that programme specification is
central to curriculum design and approval processes, i.e. it becomes an aid
to quality assurance rather than simply a statement for public consumption.
Once the PS has been validated it provides a source of information that can
be provided in a variety of ways to different audiences (QAA 2000a
examples 4A–4D and Harrison 2000).

The simplistic model of outcomes-based learning portrayed in the pro-
gramme specification is deficient in two respects. First, it does not take
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account of the quality of human and physical resources and support
mechanisms and processes that facilitate achievement of the desired edu-
cational outcomes. To some extent this is accommodated in the supple-
mentary information but the connection between these two types of
information is tenuous at best and further consideration of this relation-
ship is warranted. Institutional and academic review processes could for
example consider the extent to which the human and physical resources
promote or inhibit the achievement of programme outcomes.

Secondly, the model does not indicate that outcomes are achieved by indi-
viduals whose abilities, attitude, motivation and personal circumstances
quantitatively influence the standards of achievement. This deficiency can be
offset to some extent by another element of the policy framework – the per-
sonal development planning element of the higher education progress files
(see consultation paper on-line at http://www.qaa.ac.uk/public.htm and
CVCP, 2000). Connecting programme specifications with the learners’ own
experience of learning will demonstrate that the achievement of educational
outcomes is a shared responsibility. Connecting these two areas of policy and
practice should create a synergy that has the potential to really make a differ-
ence to the quality of learning in UK higher education. That is the vision!
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