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1. What are Learning 

Outcomes?

2. What is the Bologna 

Process all about?

3. Why are learning 

outcomes at the heart 

of the Bologna 

Process? 

4. How is the Bologna 

Process relevant to us 

as teachers and 

curriculum developers? 
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What are learning outcomes?
Learning Outcomes are specific statements of what students 
should know and be able to do as a result of learning   (Morss and 
Murray, 2005)

Learning outcomes are statements of what is expected that a 
student will be able to DO as a result of a learning 
activityé.(Jenkins and Unwin).
A learning outcome is ña statement of what a learner knows, understands and is 
able to do on completion of a learning processò (European Qualifiations 
Framework)

Learning outcomes are explicit statements of what we want our 
students to know, understand or to be able to do as a result of 
completing our courses. (Univ. New South Wales, Australia)

ñLearning outcomes are statements that specify what learners will 
know or be able to do as a result of a learning activity. Outcomes 
are usually expressed as knowledge, skills or attitudesò. (American 
Association of Law Libraries).

Learning outcomes are an explicit description of what a learner 
should know, understand and be able to do as a result of learning.  
(Learning and Teaching Institute, Sheffield Hallam University)
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Working Definition

Learning outcomes are statements of what a 
student should know, understand and be 
able to demonstrate after completion of a 
process of learning 

The learning activity could be, for example, a lecture, a 
module (short course) or an entire programme. 

Learning outcomes must not simply be a ñwish listò of 
what a student is capable of doing on completion of the 
learning activity.

Learning outcomes must be simply and clearly 
described. 

Learning outcomes must be capable of being validly 
assessed.
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Aims and Objectives
The Aim of a programme or module is a broad 
general statement of teaching intention, i.e. it 
indicates what the teacher intends to cover in a 
programme or module or learning activity. 

Example of aim: To give students an introduction 
to organic chemistry.

In some countries ñAimò is called a ñgoalò. 

The objective of a module or lecture is a specific 
statement of teaching intention, i.e. it indicates 
one of the specific areas that the teacher intends 
to cover. 

ñMy aim is to lose weight. My objective is to lose 
one kg per weekò. My aim is to travel to Australia. 
My first objective is to get as far as Hong Kongò.

Objectives tend to be specific and measurable.
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Aims and Objectives

Examples of objectives: 

1. To give students an appreciation of the unique nature of 
carbon and it ability to bond to other carbon atoms. 

2. To give students an understanding of the concept of 
hybridisation.

3. To ensure that students know some characteristic 
properties of alkanes and alcohols.

4. To make students familiar with a range of families of 
organic compounds: alkanes, alcohols, carboxylic acids 
and esters.

Aims are general and long term and refer to a 
series of lectures or unit of work (module).

Objectives are more specific and short term. 
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The language of aims and 

objectives

To give students an understanding of é..

To give students an appreciation ofé..

To make students familiar withéé

To ensure that students knowéé.

To enable students to experience é..

To encourage students to éé.

To provide students with the opportunity toéé.

etc.
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Examples of Aims
To give students an introduction to current theories and practice in 
the area of science education. 

To give students an understanding of what constitutes good science 
teaching. 

To give students an appreciation of the contribution that science 
education can make to the ovearall education of young people

To help students develop the knowledge and professional skills 
teach science in the secondary school.

To give students a critical understanding of current debates and 
issues relating to science education.

To provide students with the opportunity to develop their critical 
thinking skills to enable them to engage in highly effective science 
teaching in schools.

To assist students to develop as reflective practitioners with an 
understanding of research methods in education and how these can 
inform practice in the classroom. 
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From the definition of Learning Outcome we see:

Emphasis on the student.

Emphasis on the studentôs ability to do something.

Focus on teaching ïaims 

and objectives and use of 

terms such as  know, 

understand, be familiar with.

Outcomes: Focus on what we want 

the student to be able to do - use of 

terms such as define, list, name, 

recall, analyse, calculate, design, etc.

ÅAims: Give broad purpose or general intention of the module.

ÅObjectives: Information about what the teaching of the module hopes to 

achieve.

ÅLearning outcomes are not designed to replace the traditional way of 

describing teaching and learning but to supplement it.

http://www.hasslefreeclipart.com/clipart_school/student.gif
http://www.hasslefreeclipart.com/clipart_school/student.gif
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Why are Learning Outcomes at 

the heart of the Bologna 

Process?
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Focus on Learning Outcomes ï

Bologna
Bologna Agreement signed in Bologna, Italy in 1999 by 
29 countries. A total of  48 countries have now signed up 
to this agreement.

The overall aim of the Bologna Agreement is to improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness of higher education in 
Europe in terms of academic standards of degrees and 
quality assurance standards. 

One of the main features of this process is the need to 
improve the traditional ways of describing qualifications 
and qualification structures. 

11
Bologna, Italy (1999)
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What countries have signed the Bologna Agreement?

European Union   - all 28 countries

Austria

Belgium

Bulgaria

Cyprus

Croatia

Czech Republic

Denmark

Estonia

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Ireland

Italy

Latvia

Lithuania

Luxembourg

Malta

Netherlands

Poland

Portugal

Romania

Slovakia

Slovenia

Spain

Sweden

United Kingdom

Non-European Union

Albania

Andorra

Armenia

Azerbaijan

Belarus

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Georgia

Holy See

Iceland

Kazakhstan

Liechtenstein

Montenegro

Moldova

Norway

Macedonia

Russia

Serbia

Switzerland

Turkey

Ukraine

Total = 48
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What is the Bologna Process all about?

Setting up of European Higher Education Area (EHEA) to ensure 
the increased international competitiveness of the European 
system of higher education.

The Bologna Process is not based on a European Union initiative. 
The agreement is between both EU and non-EU countries. 

Setting up of system to make it easier to understand the description 
of qualifications and qualification structures. 

Every student graduating will receive a Diploma Supplement 
describing the qualification that the student has received.  The 
purpose of the Diploma Supplement is to improve transparency and 
facilitate recognition. A standard format will be used to help 
compare qualifications and make them easier to understand. The 
Diploma Supplement will also describe the content of the 
qualification and the structure of the higher education system in 
which it was issued. 
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The 10 Action Lines of Bologna Process

1. Adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable 
degrees

2. Adoption of a system based on three cycles

3. Establishment  of a system of credits

4. Promotion of mobility

5. Promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance

6. Promotion of the European dimension in Higher education

7. Focus on Lifelong Learning

8. Inclusion of Higher Education Institutions and students

9. Promotion of the attractiveness of the European Higher 
Education Area

10. Doctoral Studies and the links between the European 
Higher education Area and the European Research Area



15

Learning Outcome in Bologna Process
óMinisters encourage the member States to elaborate a 
framework of comparable and compatible qualifications 
for their higher education systems, which should seek to 
describe qualifications in terms of workload, level, 
learning outcomes, competences and profile. They 
also undertake to elaborate an overarching framework 
of qualifications for the European Higher Education 
Area.ô 

Berlin Communique 2003 

óWe adopt the overarching framework for qualifications 
in the EHEA, comprising three cycles (including, within 
national contexts, the possibility of intermediate 
qualifications), generic descriptors for each cycle based 
on learning outcomes and competences, and credit 
ranges in the first and second cycles.ô 

Bergen Communique 2005 
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óWe underline the importance of curricula reform leading to 
qualifications better suited both to the needs of the labour market 
and to further study. Efforts should concentrate in future on removing 
barriers to access and progression between cycles and on proper 
implementation of ECTS based on learning outcomes and student 
workload.ô 

óQualifications frameworks are important instruments in achieving 
comparability and transparency within the EHEA and facilitating the 
movement of learners within, as well as between, higher education 
systems. They should also help HEIs to develop modules and study 
programmes based on learning outcomes and credits, and improve 
the recognition of qualifications as well as all forms of prior learning.ô 

óWe urge institutions to further develop partnerships and cooperation 
with employers in the ongoing process of curriculum innovation 
based on learning outcomes.ô 

óWith a view to the development of more student-centred, outcome-
based learning, the next [Stocktaking] exercise should also address 
in an integrated way national qualifications frameworks, learning 
outcomes and credits, lifelong learning, and the recognition of prior 
learning.ô                  

London Communiqué 2007 
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ñThe Bologna reforms have changed the face of 
higher education across Europe, thanks to the 
involvement and dedication of higher education 
institutions, staff and students.  Higher education 
structures in Europe are now more compatible and 
comparable. Quality assurance systems contribute 
to building trust, higher education qualifications 
are more recognisable across borders and 
participation in higher education has widened. 
Students today benefit from a wider variety of 
educational opportunities and are increasingly 
mobile. The vision of an integrated EHEA is within 
reachò. 

Bucharest Communique

(2012)
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Bucharest Communique

(2012) 

To consolidate the EHEA, meaningful implementation of 

learning outcomes is needed. The development, 

understanding and practical use of learning outcomes is crucial 

to the success of ECTS, the Diploma Supplement, recognition, 

qualifications frameworks and quality assurance ïall of which 

are interdependent. We call on institutions to further link study 

credits with both learning outcomes and student workload, and 

to include the attainment of learning outcomes in assessment 

procedures. We will work to ensure that the ECTS Usersô Guide 

fully reflects the state of on-going work on learning outcomes 

and recognition of prior learning. 
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ñHowever, as the report on the implementation of 
the Bologna Process shows, we must make 
further efforts to consolidate and build on 
progress. We will strive for more coherence 
between our policies, especially in completing 
the transition to the three cycle system, the use 
of ECTS credits, the issuing of Diploma 
Supplements, the enhancement of quality 
assurance and the implementation of 
qualifications frameworks, including the 
definition and evaluation of learning outcomesò. 

Bucharest Communique (2012)
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Note global trend

- internationalisation 

Note emphasis on Teaching,

Learning and Assessment.
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Bologna Process:
As a step towards achieving greater 
clarity in the description of 
qualifications, by 2010 all modules 
and programmes in third level 
institutions throughout the European 
Union had to be written in terms of 
learning outcomes. 

ñLearning outcomes represent one of 
the essential building blocks for 
transparency within higher education 
systems and qualificationsò

- Bologna Working Group, p.18   
(December 2004)

Major contribution of exemplar 
material from staff taking 
ñPostgraduate Certificate / Diploma in 
Teaching and Learning at Higher 
Educationò. 

Staff training in UCC ïlunchtime 
session and setting up of 
ñPostgraduate Certificate / Diploma in 
Teaching and Learning at Higher 
Educationò. 

To date, translated into 13 
languages. Order from WWW.NAIRTL.IE

http://www.nairtl.ie/
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Latest Translation: Arabic



26

Electronic copy of this book is 

available for free download. 

If you insert "CORA Writing and Using 

Learning Outcomes A Practical Guide" into 

google search engine you will be able to 

download a free PDF of the book on 

Learning Outcomes by Dr Declan 

Kennedy.  Alternatively, the book may be 

downloaded directly at 

https://cora.ucc.ie/handle/10468/1613

https://cora.ucc.ie/handle/10468/1613
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Kennedy D, Hyland A and Ryan N (2006)  Writing and using Learning Outcomes, Bologna 

Handbook, Implementing Bologna in your Institution, C3.4-1, 1 ï30.
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European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System (ECTS)
The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) was initially set up in 1989 
as a pilot scheme within the framework of the Erasmus programme.

Its aim at that time was to facilitate the recognition of study periods 
undertaken abroad by mobile students through the transfer of credits.

A credits system is a systematic way of describing an educational 
programme by allocating a certain value (credits) to each module of the 
programme to describe the student workload required to complete the 
module.  

A module is a self-contained fraction of a student's programme workload 
for the year with a unique examination and a clear set of learning 
outcomes and appropriate assessment criteria.

Mobility to Accumulation. Bologna Process has developed the ECTS 
system from simply being a system for recognising study at foreign 
institutions into a Credit Transfer and Accumulation System. This takes 
ALL learning into account ïnot just study in other countries. 

Hence, ECTS now stands for ñEuropean Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation Systemò. 
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ECTS, Learning Outcomes and 

Modularisation

ñECTS is a tool that helps to design, describe, 

and deliver programmes and award higher 

education qualifications. The use of ECTS, in 

conjunction with outcomes-based qualifications 

frameworks, makes programmes and 

qualifications more transparent and facilitates 

the recognition of qualifications. é.ECTS is one 

of the cornerstones of the Bologna Process.ò

ECTS Usersô Guide p.7 (2009) 
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ñECTS is a learner-centred system for credit 

accumulation and transfer based on the 

transparency of learning outcomes and learning 

processes. It aims to facilitate planning, delivery, 

evaluation, recognition and validation of 

qualifications and units of learning as well as 

student mobilityò.

ECTS credits are based on the workload 

students need in order to achieve expected 

learning outcomes

ECTS Usersô Guide p.7 (2009) 
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ñWorkload indicates the time students typically 

need to complete all learning activities (such as 

lectures, seminars, projects, practical work, self-

study and examinations) required to achieve the 

expected learning outcomes.ò

ñ60 ECTS credits are attached to the workload of 

a full-time year of formal learning (academic year) 

and the associated learning outcomes.ò

I ECTS credit = 25 ï30 hours of work.

ECTS Usersô Guide p.11 (2009)
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ECTS and LEARNING OUTCOMES

ñECTS is a learner-centred system because it helps 
institutions to shift the emphasis in programme design 
and delivery from traditional teacher-centred approaches 
to approaches that accommodate for learnersô needs 
and expectations.ò

ñIn traditional teacher-centred approaches, subject 
requirements, knowledge and the teaching process itself 
were considered the main elements of educational 
programmes. Learner-centred learning puts learning at 
the heart of curriculum design and deliveryé..ò

ECTS Usersô Guide p.11 (2009)
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The Bologna Process

The Bologna Process is the process that began 
with the Bologna Declaration in 1999 to 
establish a European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA).

ñThe Bologna Process has brought about a quiet 
and irreversible revolution in the higher 
educational systems of Europe. To date 46 
countries have chosen formally to be associated 
with it and it implement its protocols which are at 
one radical and innovative as well as spacious 
and enablingò ïFIN Report (University Sector 
Framework Implementation Network, 2009)
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ñThe aspirations and ideals of the Bologna Process are, of 
necessity, stated in general and high level terms but it is 
recognised that their achievement demands a grounding 
in practical reality and in enabling organisational and 
administrative structures and practices. The original 
protocols of the Bologna Process recognised the need for 
strong administrative instruments to give tangible 
meaning and shape to the ideals ïthe Diploma 
Supplement and ECTS were mentioned ïand as the 
process developed the need for firm Qualification 
Frameworks, explicit Learning Outcomes and transparent 
Assessment procedures became apparentò  

(FIN Framework Implementation Report, 2009)
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Bucharest Communique

(2012) 

To consolidate the EHEA, meaningful implementation of 

learning outcomes is needed. The development, 

understanding and practical use of learning outcomes is crucial 

to the success of ECTS, the Diploma Supplement, recognition, 

qualifications frameworks and quality assurance ïall of which 

are interdependent. We call on institutions to further link study 

credits with both learning outcomes and student workload, and 

to include the attainment of learning outcomes in assessment 

procedures. We will work to ensure that the ECTS Usersô 

Guide5 fully reflects the state of on-going work on learning 

outcomes and recognition of prior learning. 
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Framework of Qualifications for European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA) ïñBologna Frameworkò

Conference of European Ministers 
Responsible for Higher Education in Bergen, 
Norway (2005) adopted the overarching 
framework for qualifications in EHEA.

This framework shows 

- Three cycles (including within national 
contexts, the possibility of intermediate 
qualifications)

- Generic descriptors for each cycle based 
on learning outcomes and competences.

- ECTS credit ranges in the first and second 
cycles (i.e.  Bachelors and Masters levels). 

Ministers committed themselves to drawing 
up National Frameworks for Qualifications 
compatible with Framework of Qualifications 
for European Higher Education area by 2010. 

Bergen, Norway (2005)
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Dublin Descriptors

The Bologna Framework is a European higher education 
overarching framework with three cycles (Bachelor, 
Masters and Doctoral) and associated generic 
descriptors that help us to write learning outcomes. 

The Descriptors for each cycle were drawn up at 
meeting of Education Ministers in Dublin

These  generic cycle descriptors are used in The 
Framework of Qualifications for EHEA (Bologna 
Framework) and are commonly called the ñDublin 
Descriptorsò adopted in 2005.

Each country must develop its own National Framework 
of Qualifications which map on to the Bologna 
Framework, i.e. the Bologna framework is a type of 
translation or benchmark device. 
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First Cycle : Bachelorôs Cycle

[180 ï240 ECTS credits]

Minimum of 

3 years = 

180 credits

4 years = 

240 credits.
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Second Cycle: Masterôs cycle
[60 ï120 ECTS credits]

1 year

or 

2 years
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Third Cycle: Doctoral cycle
[Number of  ECTS credits not specified]

See two page summary of framework of qualifications on:

www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/Framework_qual

ificationsforEHEA-May2005.pdf
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Time involved in various cycles

Bachelorôs degree = 3 or 4 years

Masterôs degree = 1 or 2 years

Doctoral degree = 3 years

Each of the three Bologna cycles is described in 
terms of generic descriptors as outlined in the 
ñDublin descriptorsò (2005).

Note: The three cycles are closer to models in the 
UK and Ireland than in many countries of 
continental Europe where the model is based on 
the Magister or Diploma.
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Moving from the Bologna 

Process (third level) to the 

European Qualifications 

Framework for Lifelong Learning 

(Primary, Secondary and Third 

Level)
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European Qualifications Framework 

for Lifelong Learning (EQF)

Adopted by EU in 2008.

A common European reference 

framework that links together the 

qualification systems of EU 

countries. 

A ñTranslation Deviceò to make 

qualifications easier to understand. 

Has 8 levels with a set of 

descriptors for each level. These 

descriptors describe the learning 

corresponding to each level under 

the heading of knowledge, skills 

and competence. 



44EQF Level 1

EQF Level 2

EQF Level 3

EQF Level 4

EQF Level 5

EQF Level 6

EQF Level 7

EQF Level 8

Qualification

Qualification

Qualification

Qualification

Country A Country B

Qualification

Qualification

Qualification
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Recommendation that Member States:

ñUse an approach based on learning outcomes 

when defining and describing qualifications, 

and promote the validation of non-formal and 

informal learningé paying particular 

attention to those citizens most likely to be 

subject to unemployment or insecure forms 

of employment, for whom such an approach 

could help increase participation in lifelong 

learning and access to the labour marketò

(EU Commission, 2008)
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Some Further Points about EQF

The 8 levels span the full scale of qualifications.

Work started in 2004 in response to requests from 
member states. 

The EQF is compatible with the EHEA framework  and 
cycle descriptors of Bologna Process. 

Whilst the Bologna descriptors were developed 
specifically for higher education, the EQF is a lifelong 
learning framework. 

The EQF emphasises the results of learning rather than 
focussing on inputs such as length of study. 
The EQF defines a learning outcome as ña statement of what a 
learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a 
learning processò. 

Each of the 8 reference levels are described in terms of 
generic descriptors.

. 




