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DEVELOPING OUTCOME STATEMENTS 

PURPOSE 
Many instructors know what they’re trying to 
achieve, but struggle to articulate it on paper or 
align course activities to the desired outcomes. 
This tool presents a process for writing learning 
outcomes that can have a powerful impact on 
course design. 
 

DESCRIPTION 
Outcome statements describe what students are 
expected to know, do, or become by the end of a 
course or program of study. They essentially 
define quality as it relates to student learning. A 
solid set of expected learning outcomes is at the 
heart of an effective course design. Once the 
outcomes have been defined, then the 
assessment methods and learning activities that 
support those outcomes can be developed. 
Defining (and later refining) learning outcomes is 
the first step in the cycle of continuous 
improvement for student learning. 
 

 
 
Defining learning outcomes, developing 
assessments to measure those outcomes, and 
planning learning activities to help students 
achieve those outcomes, are the fundamental 
elements of course design. They answer the 
following questions: 
• What do I want my students to know, do, or 

become? [Outcomes] 
• How will I know if my students know, can do, 

or have become those things? [Assessments] 
• What can I do to help my students to know, 

do, and become those things? [Learning 
Activities] 

 
Effective learning outcomes focus on student 
learning, contain observable action verbs, and are 
aligned with course content. 

 Student Focused 

Outcome statements describe what students 
should know, value, or be able to do by the end 
of a course or program of study, not simply what 
topics are to be covered or what pedagogical 
methods are to be used. Consider the following 
examples. 

Not Student 
Focused Student Focused 

Topics of spelling, 
grammar, and 
punctuation are 
covered. 

Students identify errors 
in spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation in a given 
text. 
Students develop a 
written document that is 
free from spelling, 
grammar, and 
punctuation errors. 

Key concepts in 
business 
management are 
presented 
through the case 
method. 

Students identify and 
analyze key business 
decisions described in a 
case study. 
Students prepare a 
written description and 
critique of key business 
decisions as presented in 
a case study. 

  

Structure (Verb + Object) 

At the most basic level, an outcome statement is 
structured as “verb + object” (such as “write 
poem,” “analyze data,” or “create sculpture”). In 
practice an outcome statement contains 
additional details, such as the following: 

Students analyze statistical information 
presented in news reports, public policy 
debates, and similar formats. 

The core of this statement is the “verb + object” 
structure of “analyze information,” with 
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additional details included for clarity. The verb 
used in the statement is an action verb that 
describes what a student will do to show 
achievement of the outcome (thus making the 
statement student focused).  

Introductory phrases such as, “By the end of this 
course students will be able to …” are sometimes 
omitted from learning outcomes for simplicity. 

Observable Action Verbs 

The choice of verb used in an outcome statement 
is important because it affects how the 
associated topic is taught and assessed. 
Observable verbs are effective windows into 
student learning; unobservable verbs do nothing 
to reveal what students have learned. Student 
performance must be observable in order to 
measure achievement of an outcome. The table 
below shows examples of verbs that are 
observable, as well as verbs and phrases that are 
less effective. 

Observable Verbs Less-Effective 
Verbs & Phrases 

Analyze, arrange, assemble, 
calculate, categorize, classify, 
combine, compare, contrast, 
create, deconstruct, design, 
detect, diagram, distinguish, 
estimate, evaluate, explain, 
formulate, generate, identify, 
illustrate, interpret, judge, 
justify, organize, outline, 
perform, produce, rearrange, 
recommend, relate, 
reorganize, revise, select, 
separate, solve, structure, 
summarize, test, verify 

Acquire 
knowledge of, 
anticipate, 
appreciate, be 
aware of, be 
exposed to, gain 
confidence in, 
gain experience 
in, know, 
observe, prepare 
for, realize, 
recognize, think 
critically, 
understand 

When considering verbs for an outcome 
statement, ask yourself the question, “What 
would students actually do to demonstrate their 
achievement of the outcome?” The response to 
this question will be an observable action verb. 

It should be noted that use of “less-effective” 
verbs may be appropriate for high-level or 
general outcomes, such as “critical thinking.” 
One’s ability to think critically is hard to observe 

and assess directly, but critical thinking is made 
up of specific elements (such as analyzing, 
evaluating, interpreting, comparing, contrasting, 
etc.) that can be observed and assessed. These 
“observable” elements of critical thinking can be 
described with sub-outcomes or rubric criteria. 
For more information on sub-outcomes, see the 
instructional tool titled Outcome Levels and 
Alignment.     

 

Using Topics and Tasks 

Which comes first, the outcome statement or the 
assignment that demonstrates achievement of 
that outcome? It can actually go either direction. 
If you already have a list of topics for a course, 
along with possible tasks or assignments, you can 
ask questions such as, “Why am I having students 
do this?” or “What knowledge or skills do I want 
students to develop?” Doing this will help you 
distill out the desired learning outcomes from the 
course topics and activities. The outcome 
statements can then be evaluated to ensure that 
they are consistent with the purpose and intent 
of the course.  

Consider the following example: 

Topic: Mathematical Modeling 

Possible Task: Set up and solve an equation to 
show the population trends of rabbits and 
wolves 

Outcome Statement: Construct and apply 
mathematical models to make predictions 
about real-world phenomena.  

 

EXAMPLES 
The (observable) verbs + objects in the following 
outcomes are in bold. See additional examples at 
http://www.byui.edu/outcomes-and-assessment.   

• Create and analyze basic accounting 
statements 

• Identify the ethical, legal, and moral 
ramifications of research activities in relation 
to human rights 
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• Explain the organization and structure of 
NGOs 

• Evaluate the successes and failures of a social 
media campaign 

• Develop web pages using semantically correct 
and valid HTML5 markup 

• Compare, contrast, and convert SQL dialects 
• Analyze location decisions of firms 
• Derive trigonometric identities from 

geometric principles and other identities 
• Solve quantitative problems requiring 

systems of linear equations 
• Create mathematical models of mechanical 

systems 
• Write a formal technical paper in proper 

format, language, and depth 
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