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Learning Outcomes in the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015
Some Areas of Concern

Declan Kennedy
Marian McCarthy

This paper discusses the topic of learning outcomes and competences within the overall context of
the EHEA, and expresses serious concern regarding the numerous errors and inaccuracies found in
the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015. Whilst this Guide deals very comprehensively and clearly with the
ECTS system, it displays serious deficiencies when discussing the concept of learning outcomes,
the interpretation of the term ‘competence’, the relationship between learning outcomes and com-
petences and also the relationship between learning outcomes and generic descriptors. The advice
given on the writing of programme learning outcomes is seriously flawed and is not based on any
sound educational principles. In addition, many of the exemplars of learning outcomes given are
incorrectly written and do not satisfy the basic guidelines for writing learning outcomes in that
items that are presented as programme learning outcomes are in fact programme aims. Many of the
fundamental educational errors that appeared in a recent publication of the Tuning project also ap-
pear in the Guide. Some recommendations are made to correct the various deficiencies in the Guide
and to bring it to an acceptable educational standard.
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1. Introduction

As faculty members of an Education Department with areas of special-
isation in Learning Outcomes, Teaching, Learning and Assessment we
welcomed the recent publication of the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015 (here-
after referred to as ‘Guide’). The authors of the Guide must be congrat-
ulated on the clear description of the ECTS system. However, there is
serious cause for concern at the confusion, errors and inaccuracies that
are very obvious to the authors – and indeed should be obvious to all
whose area of specialism is in the field of Education. This paper out-
lines the problematic areas in the Guide, points out the inaccuracies
and errors in it and recommends steps to be taken to bring the publica-
tion to an acceptable standard for all those involved in education.

2. Flawed Relationship Between Learning
Outcomes and Competences

The Guide gives the standard definition of learning outcomes found in
the literature (Bingham, 1999; Gosling & Moon, 2001; Kennedy,
Hyland, & Ryan, 2007):

Learning outcomes are statements of what the individual knows,
understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 10)

Unfortunately the Guide subsequently departs from the clear descrip-
tion above to invent a flawed definition of learning outcomes in terms
of competences:

Learning outcomes express the level of competence attained by the
student and verified by assessment.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 22)

There is considerable confusion in the literature about the meaning of
the term ‘competence’ and the relationship between learning outcomes
and competences. The confusion in the literature is also reflected in
the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015, which appears to be strongly influenced
by the inherent flaws of a Tuning publication entitled Tuning Educa-
tional Structures in Europe. A Guide to Formulating Degree Pro-
gramme Profiles – Including Programme Competences and Pro-
gramme Learning Outcomes (Lokhoff et al., 2010). A detailed review
critiquing the latter publication has been given in a previous paper
(Gibbs, Kennedy, & Vickers, 2012).

The wide variations in the interpretation of the meaning of compe-
tence and the multiple definitions of this term have also been dis-
cussed in a separate paper (Kennedy, Hyland, & Ryan, 2009). Unfor-
tunately, the Guide adds to this confusion.

The standard
international definition
of learning outcomes

Confusion about
the meaning of
‘competence’
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Across the EHEA, the terms ‘learning outcomes’ and ‘competence’
are used with different shades of meaning and in somewhat differ-
ent frames of reference.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 22).

There are no “shades of meaning” associated with the term ‘learning
outcome’. This term has a precise meaning agreed upon across the
educational literature. Those of us involved in the training of teachers
use this term on an everyday basis as we guide our student teachers in
the crafting of learning outcomes for individual lesson plans. The au-
thors of this paper have provided in-service training on writing and
using learning outcomes to colleagues in universities worldwide, and
have not encountered any difficulty in conveying a clear understand-
ing of the concept of learning outcomes.

In contrast  to  the clarity  of  learning outcomes,  there is  no agreement
in the literature on the meaning of competence. Van der Klink and
Boon describe competences as a “fuzzy concept” and state that:

It  is  actually an ill-defined concept  with no clear  content,  thus al-
lowing ample interpretations. This major vagueness is partly
caused by the application of the concept in various countries, dif-
ferent settings and for different purposes. Its vagueness is probably
at the same time the explanation for its prominent status today but
it  makes  it  difficult  to  use  the  concept  as  a  sound  cornerstone  for
designing HRD [Human Resource Development] and educational
practices. (Van der Klink & Boon, 2003, p. 134)

A clear description of competence may be found in the European Qual-
ifications Framework (https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/content/descriptors-
page), which is coherent and well-structured while using ‘knowledge’,
‘skills’ and ‘competences’. The framework clearly describes the com-
petences in terms of ‘responsibility and autonomy’ and gives examples
of competence across a range of levels in the European Qualifications
Framework. Some examples of these are:
– Take responsibility for completion of tasks in work or study

(Level 3).
– Supervise the routine work of others, taking some responsibility for

the evaluation and improvement of work or study activities
(Level 4).

– Take responsibility for managing professional development of in-
dividuals and groups (Level 6).

The architects of the European Qualifications Framework have taken
care to design a three-column framework in which ‘competences’ is in
a separate column from ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’. For example, one
could have all the knowledge and skills for a profession, but be unable
to  perform in  a  competent  manner  in  the  workplace.  In  this  case  we
are using the simple definition of the term ‘competent’ in the English
language, i.e. the ability to carry out a task in an efficient manner. For
example, a person may have all the knowledge required to be a teach-

Competence
is a fuzzy

concept

Very clear design of the
European Qualifications

Framework

https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/content/descriptors-page
https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/content/descriptors-page
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er and possess good teaching skills, but may be unsuitable for the job
due to their inability to take responsibility for these children in the
classroom.

The Guide departs from the description of ‘competence’ as used in the
European Qualifications Framework and introduces the terms ‘generic
competence’ and ‘subject specific competences’ without explaining or
defining these very vague terms:

An effective programme profile will make it clear to students and
stakeholders what generic and subject specific competences will be
developed and the employability potential of the programme.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 21)

This recommendation makes no educational sense. It is impossible to
describe a  programme clearly in terms of  competences when there is
no agreement in the literature about the meaning of this term or the
terms ‘generic’ and ‘subject specific competences’. Programmes
should be described in terms of clearly stated programme learning
outcomes. The introduction of vague competences which are open to
multiple interpretations can only lead to confusion.

The Tuning Project generates a lot of confusion and vagueness in this
area of competences. For example, it provides a long list of various
characteristics, and labels these as “generic competences”
(http://www.unideusto.org/tuningeu/competences/generic.html and Ta-
ble 1).

1 Ability to communicate in a second language

2 Capacity to learn and stay up-to-date with learning

3 Ability to communicate both orally and through the written word in
first language

4 Ability to be critical and self-critical

5 Ability to plan and manage time

6 Ability to show awareness of equal opportunities and gender
issues

7 Capacity to generate new ideas (creativity)

8 Ability to search for, process and analyse information from a vari-
ety of sources

9 Commitment to safety

10 Ability to identify, pose and resolve problems

11 Ability to apply knowledge in practical situations

12 Ability to make reasoned decisions

‘Generic competences’
according to the Tuning
Project

http://www.unideusto.org/tuningeu/competences/generic.html
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13 Ability to undertake research at an appropriate level

14 Ability to work in a team

15 Knowledge and understanding of the subject area and under-
standing of the profession

16 Ability to work in an international context

17 Ability to act on the basis of ethical reasoning

18 Ability to communicate with non-experts of one’s field

19 Ability for abstract thinking, analysis and synthesis

20 Spirit of enterprise, ability to take initiative

21 Interpersonal and interaction skills

22 Ability to design and manage projects

23 Ability to act with social responsibility and civic awareness

24 Determination and perseverance in the tasks given and respon-
sibilities taken

25 Appreciation of and respect for diversity and multi-culturality

26 Ability to work autonomously

27 Skills in the use of information and communications technologies

28 Commitment to the conservation of the environment

29 Ability to adapt to and act in new situations

30 Ability to evaluate and maintain the quality of work produced

31 Ability to motivate people and move toward common goals

Table 1 Generic competences (Tuning Project)

One is immediately struck by the fact that many of these competences
are of such a general nature (creativity, determination, perseverance,
interaction, social responsibility, civic awareness) that it is difficult to
understand what is meant by them. Without this clarity, assessment of
these competences is extremely difficult, if not impossible. In addi-
tion, there do not appear to be any rules or guidelines for the writing
of competences. Some of the above competences are written in terms
of  ability,  some  in  terms  of  capacity,  others  are  written  in  terms  of
skills  and  commitment  whilst  others  are  written  in  terms  of
knowledge. It is most unfortunate that this fuzzy concept of compe-
tences (Van der Klink & Boon, 2002) that is promoted by the Tuning
project is reflected in the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015.

When discussing the use of ‘competence’, Brown (1994) points out
the danger of trying to give some scientific meaning to the term.
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One of the reasons for the debate about the usefulness of manage-
rial  competence  may  be  the  soft  focus  and  blurred  edges  of  the
term  ‘competence’.  Social  science  has  the  habit  of  taking  a  word
from our common vocabulary and altering the meaning by its
adoption as a technical or academic term. This process is still hap-
pening to ‘competence’ and a common consensus has yet to be es-
tablished as to what the word should mean when used in manage-
ment applications.
(Brown, 1994, p. 289)

Thus, we would recommend that the only reference to competence in
the Guide should be in relation to the definition used in the European
Qualifications Framework and, in order to avoid confusion, other in-
terpretations and definitions should not be used.

3. Incorrectly Written Examples of Learning
Outcomes

It is of great concern to us that the Guide gives erroneous guidance on
the writing of programme learning outcomes. It states that “a widely
accepted way of formulating learning outcomes” is to “specify the
way of demonstrating the achievement of learning outcomes” (p. 23).
This is incorrect and shows confusion between the writing of learning
outcomes and their assessment. The only requirement for writing a
learning outcome is that the sentence must begin with an active verb
in order to indicate what the students must be able to do. The authors
of the section of the Guide dealing with learning outcomes have “in-
vented” the requirement of including a reference to how the learning
outcomes will be assessed.

This mistake is also found in the heavily criticised Tuning publication
mentioned above (Lokhoff et al., 2010). As already stated, a detailed
review pointing out the poor quality of the latter publication has been
given in a separate publication (Gibbs, Kennedy, & Vickers, 2012).
The authors of this Tuning publication have created their own defini-
tion of learning outcomes which is highly problematic:

A learning outcome is a measurable result of a learning experience
which allows us to ascertain to which extent/level/standard a com-
petence has been formed or enhanced.
(Lokhoff et al., 2010, p. 21)

This new definition is flawed on a number of levels. Coupled with the
similarly incorrect statement that “Learning outcomes state the extent
and the level or standard of competence, including knowledge, that the
student will develop” (ibid., p. 19), the definition overlooks the fact
that it is the assessment of the learning outcomes that indicates the
extent to which the student has achieved the learning outcome. The
learning outcome itself is merely a statement of what the student is

Wrong advice on how to
write learning outcomes



Learning Outcomes in ECTS Users’ Guide 2015

Journal of the European Higher Education Area, 2016, No. 3 www.ehea-journal.eu 7

expected to know, understand and be able to demonstrate. Thus, for
example, it is the examination mark obtained by the student that indi-
cates the extent to which the learning outcome has been achieved.
Equally, it is in the successful completion of a laboratory task that the
student has achieved the learning outcome related to this skill.

A learning outcome is simply a statement of what a student is expected
to know, understand and be able to demonstrate after completion of a
process of learning. It is no more and no less than this. The extent to
which a student has achieved the learning outcome and the level at
which the learning outcome has been achieved can be verified in a
number of indicators, e.g. examination transcript, examiner's report and
peer assessment. In addition, learning outcomes are simply a part of the
overall description of a programme and it is not correct to imply that
learning outcomes are linked to particular levels in degree programmes.

It is of serious concern that the lack of clarity of thinking and funda-
mental misconceptions on the writing of learning outcomes that are
part of the Tuning Project also permeate the Guide. Some examples of
these poorly written learning outcomes found in the Guide are:

Learning Outcomes

The student who successfully completes the course will have the abil-
ity to master the basic concepts of physics both in Newtonian me-
chanics and in classical electromagnetism. He/she will be able to
demonstrate a solid knowledge of the conservation laws and of the
Maxwell equations ... (p. 93).

Key learning outcomes

Graduates of the first cycle degree programme in History will be able
to demonstrate a critical understanding of the relationship between
the present and the past ...; a solid knowledge of the general lines of
human history; specialised knowledge of one broad period of history
... (p. 94).

Learning outcomes

The student who complete the course successfully will be able to
demonstrate a solid knowledge of the main processes and events in
European and world history …. Furthermore he or she will be able to
demonstrate up-to-date and specific knowledge of the Spanish Em-
pire ... (p. 95).

Examples of poorly
written learning

outcomes
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Key Learning outcomes

In the programme, students will acquire the ability to comprehend
economic development regularities and the processes of the national
economy. ... Moreover, they will understand how to act ethically and
take responsibility for the impact of their professional conduct. ... Fi-
nally, students will feel comfortable assuming responsibility in a team
setting while delegating and coordinating tasks ... (p. 98).

None of the above statements satisfy the fundamental requirement that
a learning outcome must begin with an active verb, i.e. what must the
students be able to do in order to demonstrate that they have “the abil-
ity to master the basic concepts” or to “demonstrate a solid
knowledge” or a “critical understanding” or “comprehend”, or “under-
stand” or  “feel  comfortable”.  It  is  also well  documented in the litera-
ture (Osters & Tiu, 2003; Morss & Murray, 2005; Kennedy, Hyland, &
Ryan, 2007) that one should never use the language of aims and objec-
tives when writing learning outcomes, i.e. one should not use words
such as ‘know’, ‘understand’, ‘be familiar with’ or ‘comprehend’.
These  phrases  are  part  of  the  teacher-centred  approach  that  is  neces-
sary when specifying the aims of the curriculum. However, active
verbs are part of the student-centred approach to education that are
necessary when measuring the level of achievement of the students.
This is not to deny that understanding is our ultimate goal, however, in
order to test or measure understanding, students must demonstrate the
achievement of a learning outcome.

There are many publications which give guidance on the writing of
learning outcomes (Moon 2002, Morss & Murray, 2005; Kennedy,
2007, Kennedy, Hyland, & Ryan, 2007). The latter publication is one
of the most highly cited in the area of writing and using learning out-
comes. The authors are very surprised at the omission of this publica-
tion in the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015 given its  presence in the recom-
mended reading list of the ECTS Users’ Guide 2009 and its impact on
an international level.
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4. Confusion on the Relationship Between
Learning Outcomes and Generic
Descriptors

There is considerable confusion in the Guide on the distinction be-
tween learning outcomes and generic descriptors, with both terms
being used interchangeably.

Learning outcomes are attributed to individual educational compo-
nents and to programmes as a whole. They are also used in Euro-
pean and national qualifications.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 10)

Whilst learning outcomes are always used to describe individual pro-
grammes, generic descriptors are used to distinguish the three cycles
of the Bologna Framework (Framework for Qualifications of the Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area) and also in defining the levels of the
European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning. In the
ECTS Users’ Guide 2015 it is stated that “both frameworks use learn-
ing outcomes to describe qualifications (e.g. Bachelor, Master, Doc-
tor) and are compatible with each other as far as Higher Education is
concerned” (p. 19). This is not correct. The Bologna Framework uses
generic descriptors to describe each of the three cycles. These generic
descriptors are commonly called the Dublin Descriptors (not Dublin
Learning Outcomes) and these descriptors are expressed using phrases
such as:
· Demonstrate knowledge and understanding in a field of study that

builds upon their secondary education. ...
· Apply knowledge and understanding in a manner that indicates a

professional approach to their work.
· Have the learning skills to allow them to continue to study in a

manner. ...
(http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/QF/Bologna_Framework_and_Cert
ification_revised_29_02_08.pdf, p. 4–5)

Note that these generic descriptors are broad general statements which
are designed to apply to every programme in every subject in every
institution throughout the European Higher Education Area. They
could not be classified as learning outcomes since, though the verb in
some cases is active, the construct is not active, i.e. it is not a specific
learning task that can be applied and measured. In short, some generic
descriptors do begin with an active verb but are so broad that they
could not be directly used as programme or module learning outcomes.

Similarly, in the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong
Learning we encounter generic descriptors defining various levels.
Examples of these generic descriptors are:

Distinguishing between
learning outcomes and

generic descriptors

http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/QF/Bologna_Framework_and_Certification_revised_29_02_08.pdf
http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/QF/Bologna_Framework_and_Certification_revised_29_02_08.pdf
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· Advanced knowledge of a field of work or study, involving a criti-
cal understanding of theories and concepts.

· Specialised problem-solving skills required in research and/or in-
novation in order to develop new knowledge and procedures and to
integrate knowledge from different fields.

· Take responsibility for managing professional development of in-
dividuals and groups.
(https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/sites/eac-eqf/files/leaflet_en.pdf)

Once again, we see that none of the above generic descriptors satisfy
the criteria for being classified as learning outcomes. In general, ge-
neric descriptors point teachers in the general direction to help them
write learning outcomes, e.g. the cognitive, affective and psychomotor
domains of Bloom’s Taxonomy. The guidelines for writing learning
outcomes may then be used to translate the generic descriptors into
learning outcomes which may be assessed at student level.

5. Critiquing the Concept of a Paradigm Shift

Caution should also be exercised in the use of the term “paradigm
shift” from teacher-centred to student-centred higher education:

Within the EHEA, ECTS increases the transparency and readability
of the educational process and thus plays an effective role in stimu-
lating change and modernisation, because its implementation en-
courages the paradigm shift from a teacher-centred to a learner-
centred approach, which is, under the term of Student-Centred
Learning (SCL), recognised as an underlying principle of the EHEA.
(ECTS Users’ Guide, 2015, p. 14)

The authors feel that the phrase ‘student-centred learning’ may be off-
putting to many teachers in that it suggests that they must move or shift
away completely from much of the good practice that they witness in
universities and other third level institutions. Teaching is an intellectual
act starting with the moment of curriculum design. It is the teacher who
sets up the curriculum and defines how to harness student learning.
Hence, a teacher’s focus on teaching and learning is essential.

The Guide makes the claim that it takes into account recent develop-
ments in the Bologna Process such as “the paradigm shift from teacher-
centred to student-centred higher education” (p. 7). No evidence is pro-
vided to back up this claim and the authors suggest that the concept of a
paradigm shift is not to be welcomed in education. The authors suggest
that as the various developments in the Bologna Process come into op-
eration, the institutions continue to nurture and encourage the excellent
teaching that already exists and integrate this into a learning outcomes
framework by setting up a dynamic equilibrium between teacher-
centred and student–centred teaching and learning (see Figure 1).

Exercise caution when
using the term
paradigm shift

https://ec.europa.eu/ploteus/sites/eac-eqf/files/leaflet_en.pdf
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Figure 1 Dynamic equilibrium between the teacher-centred approach and the
student-centred approach in education

This dynamic equilibrium may be reached by adopting a strategy
which involves teaching for understanding informed by achieving the
learning outcomes within a student-centred framework. Learning out-
comes help us all to become better teachers by focussing our minds
and practice on the learning outcomes that we wish our students to
achieve and by being guided in our teaching by the extent to which
students are achieving these learning outcomes.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations

In  the  introduction  to  the  Guide  it  is  stated  that  “the  ECTS  Users’
Guide of 2009 has been revised in order to strengthen the ‘meaningful
implementation of learning outcomes’ in the EHEA” (ECTS Users’
Guide, 2015, p. 7). However, the ECTS Users’ Guide has gone beyond
being simply a guide to the ECTS system and unfortunately many
errors have been introduced into the Guide that appear to originate in
the Tuning project.  It  is  stated (ibid.,  p.  7)  that  it  was “submitted for
consultation to stakeholders’ associations, experts from countries in
the EHEA and the Bologna Follow-up Group”. It is a great pity that it
was  not  submitted  to  experts  in  the  field  of  education  with  specialist
expertise in learning outcomes and competences prior to publication.

Due to the confusion in the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015 caused by the
problems highlighted in this paper, we recommend that action be taken
to correct these deficiencies. Without these corrections being made, the
Guide will actually cause serious confusion and impede the adoption
and implementation of a learning outcomes framework in the EHEA.

Going beyond a guide to
the ECTS system
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Therefore, we respectfully suggest that the following recommenda-
tions be implemented:
1. The examples of learning outcomes need to be rewritten or re-

placed by learning outcomes which are correctly written according
to the guidelines in the literature.

2. It  is  of  serious  concern  that  many  of  the  mistakes  found  in  the
much criticised Tuning publication on Learning Outcomes and
pointed out in another paper (Gibbs, Kennedy & Vickers, 2012) are
repeated  in  the  Guide.  Care  needs  to  be  taken  to  ensure  that  this
unwelcome cross-fertilisation be avoided by the Guide’s authors.
The Guide should be an independent publication and should dis-
tance itself from the flaws inherent in projects such as the Tuning
project. The Guide should concentrate on giving accurate infor-
mation and guidance based on sound educational principles. If the
authors of the Guide insist on using material from the Tuning pro-
ject, it is important to point out to readers that it is not necessary to
be involved in the Tuning project to be compliant with the Bologna
Project. Also, for the sake of fairness and balance, readers should
be referred to the literature pointing out the deficiencies in the Tun-
ing project.

3. To avoid confusion regarding references to different meanings of
‘competence’, the only reference to the term should be to the defini-
tion officially used in the European Qualifications framework, i.e. in
terms of responsibility and autonomy in study or in the workplace.

4. Reference to the desirability of a paradigm shift should be deleted
from the Guide. The focus should be on professional development
approaches that help our teachers navigate a holistic learning out-
comes Framework which captures a dynamic equilibrium between
inspirational teaching and helping our students achieve the pro-
gramme and module learning outcomes.

Some important recom-
mendations for bringing
the Guide up to an
acceptable standard
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