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 OUTCOME LEVELS AND ALIGNMENT 

PURPOSE 
This tool discusses levels and alignment of learning 
outcomes. It also presents ways to clarify general 
outcome statements using sub-outcomes or rubric 
criteria.   
 

DESCRIPTION 
Levels of Learning Outcomes 

Learning outcomes can be developed at all levels 
within the university. Outcome statements tend to 
become more specific as we move from university to 
program to course to lesson levels. Achievement of 
specific outcomes at the course and lesson levels 
should contribute to achievement of outcomes at the 
program and university levels. In other words, 
outcome statements should be aligned at all levels, 
and should work together to achieve the goals and 
mission of the university.  

 
 

Curriculum Maps 

An easy way to show how outcomes are being 
addressed by the supporting curriculum is through 
the use of a curriculum map. A curriculum map might 
show, for example, which specific courses are being 
used to address or support the various outcomes of a 
program. 

 

In the illustration above, an “X” is used to show which 
courses have at least one course-level outcome that 
maps to or supports one of the program-level 
outcomes. This type of map shows “coverage” of 
program outcomes throughout the curriculum. 

A curriculum map similar to that shown above can be 
created for outcomes between any two levels. A map 
showing how course-level outcomes are supported 
by individual lessons, for example, is shown here. 

 
Additional information related to outcomes can also 
be conveyed through a curriculum map. For example, 
a curriculum map for program outcomes might show 
where material for each outcome is Introduced (I), 
Reinforced (R), and Assessed (A). 

 
In the example above, the “A” refers to places within 
the curriculum where a key assessment or signature 
assignment (such as a final exam, a key writing 
assignments, a capstone project, etc.) is being used 
to assess achievement of a program-level outcome.  

External or out-of-class assessments that are being 
used to evaluate achievement of program outcomes 
can also be included in a curriculum map, as shown 
below. This approach provides a more complete view 
of how each program outcome is being assessed. 
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Sub-Outcomes 

In order to maintain a reasonable number of 
published outcomes at each level (typically from 3-8), 
some outcome statements are written in general 
terms that may need additional clarification. For 
example, consider the following (generic) outcome 
statement: 

Students apply critical thinking skills when 
addressing arguments or issues within [a specific 
discipline]. 

The specific aspects of critical thinking that are 
important in this situation need to be clarified. This 
clarification will ensure that everyone knows 
precisely what critical thinking means and how it will 
be assessed. The needed clarification can be 
accomplished either with (1) sub-outcomes, or (2) 
rubric criteria. 

A sub-outcome (or enabling outcome) is simply a 
component of the overall outcome. Sub-outcomes 
provide the specific detail required to clarify or fully 
define a general outcome statement. In the critical 
thinking example, there are many sub-outcomes that 
could be specified, depending on the purposes of the 
course or program. Some examples are shown here:  

1. Apply critical thinking skills to an issue or 
argument 

1.1. Identify the major elements of the issue or 
argument 

1.2. Identify assumptions 
1.3. Analyze the validity of supporting evidence 
1.4. Describe factors that could lead to differing 

perspectives 
1.5. Compare and contrast perspectives or 

possible courses of action 

Using this type of outcome / sub-outcome structure 
prevents overly-complicated outcome statements 
that can result when one tries to include all aspects 
of a general outcome into a single statement. Of 
course, some outcomes are already quite specific and 
may not require any clarifying sub-outcomes. 

Creating sub-outcomes as described above is very 
similar to creating criteria for a grading rubric. In both 
cases a general outcome is clarified with supporting 
information and detail. 

Once sub-outcomes or rubric criteria have been 
developed for a general outcome statement, then 
corresponding assessments and course materials can 
be prepared. Assessments may take the form of 
multiple-choice type questions (with each question 
being aligned to a specific sub-outcome) or essay 
type questions (which can be evaluated with the 
grading rubric). 

Creating sub-outcomes or rubric criteria allows us to 
have both simplicity and clarity in our outcome 
statements (simplicity in the general outcome 
statement and clarity in the sub-outcomes or rubric 
criteria). Sub-outcomes or rubric criteria clearly 
communicate to students what is expected of them, 
and help instructors to develop assessments and 
course materials that cover all relevant aspects of an 
outcome.  

 

EXAMPLES 
University Outcome: Become engaged citizens 

Program Outcome: Demonstrate an understanding of 
the historical, cultural, and social influences on 
government policies in various regions of the world 

Course Outcome: Interpret specific Middle Eastern 
topics using theories and concepts from economics, 
political science, and geography 

Sub-Outcomes: 
• Explain how political boundaries were derived in 

the Middle East and their impact on stability 
• Discuss the impact of oil in Middle Eastern 

geopolitics 
• Explain how water contributes to conflict 

between states in the Middle East 
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