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 REFINING OUTCOME STATEMENTS 

PURPOSE 
This tool addresses the process of reviewing and 
refining outcome statements. Outcomes 
statements that are carefully articulated and 
refined provide a solid foundation from which 
instructors can build effective assessments and 
course content.  
 

DESCRIPTION 
Defining learning outcomes is the first step in the 
process of continuous improvement for student 
learning. Each time this process is repeated, the 
original learning outcomes are reviewed and 
refined. 

 
 

The following questions can be used as a guide 
when reviewing and refining outcomes 
statements: 

• Are there outcomes that should be added? 

Review the current list of outcomes and 
identify any knowledge, skills, or values that 
students should be developing but that are not 
reflected in the outcome statements. Add 
these new outcomes. Then review what is 
actually being covered in the course or 
program and identify areas that are being 
covered (in a significant way) but that are not 
reflected in the outcomes. Either add these 
areas as official outcomes, or remove the extra 
content from the course or program.  

• Are there any outcomes that should be 
removed? 

Review the current list of outcomes and 
identify any that are not critical to the course 
or program. Remove these outcomes. Then 
review the current list of outcomes and identify 
any that are not being taught or assessed in a 
significant way. Either remove these outcomes 
or add content and assessments to 
appropriately address them. 

• Are the outcomes aligned with program or 
university-level outcomes? 

Evaluate how the outcomes support higher-
level (program or university) outcomes. Use of 
a curriculum map may be helpful in this 
process (see the instructional tool titled 
Outcome Levels and Alignment for information 
on curriculum maps). 

• Do any of the outcomes need clarification? 

Review the basic verb + object structure of 
each outcome. Is the verb in each case an 
action verb that can be observed and assessed 
(or, if not, is the outcome supported by sub-
outcomes or rubric criteria that can be 
observed and assessed)? Modify the verb or 
add sub-outcomes or rubric criteria as 
necessary. 

Then review the rest of each outcome 
statement. Is any additional clarification 
needed? Possible areas of clarification may 
include the [C] condition or the [D] degree of 
mastery for each outcome. For example: 

The student will produce blueprints for a mid-
market house [C] using a professional grade 
software application [D] with final draft 
accuracy. 

[C] Given a series of Spanish sentences 
written in past or present tense, the student 
will rewrite the sentences in future tense [D] 
with no errors. 

These additions may clarify the expectations 
and context for the outcomes in some cases, 
but is certainly not required in every case. 

• Do outcomes address appropriate learning 
domains? 
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Review the outcomes and evaluate if they 
address the acquisition of knowledge (training 
the mind), the attainment of skills (training the 
body), or the refinement of values and beliefs 
(training the heart). At BYU-Idaho these three 
learning domains are often referred to as 
Knowing, Doing, and Becoming. Similar terms, 
such as those listed below, have also been used 
to describe these three learning domains: 

• Mental, Physical, Spiritual 
• Mind, Body, Heart 
• Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes 
• Cognitive, Psycho-motor, Affective 

While some courses and programs may focus 
primarily on one domain, we should always 
have the education of the whole person in 
mind. Are there outcomes from other domains 
that might enhance students’ understanding, 
retention, and appreciation of the material?  

• Do outcomes target appropriate levels of 
thinking? 

Outcomes related to cognitive development 
(the acquisition and use of knowledge) can vary 
from simple memorization of facts to the 
higher-order thinking skills required to 
evaluate and synthesize information and ideas. 
These varying levels of thinking can be 
described with a taxonomy (or classification) 
such as Bloom’s Taxonomy: 

Knowledge. Remembering information 
Comprehension. Explaining the meaning 
Application. Use in a specific situation 
Analysis. Whole into component parts 
Synthesis. Putting parts together 
Evaluation. Making judgments 

While it is important to recognize that some 
tasks require more complex cognitive 
processes than others, it has been suggested 
that discriminating between so many levels can 
at times be difficult to do in practice. One 
department at St. John Fisher College found it 
beneficial to use just three levels: 

Knowledge 
Comprehension 

Application 
Analysis 
Synthesis 
Evaluation 

This simplification is not unlike the Know, Do, 
Become model as applied to cognitive 
processes.  

The choice of verb used in an outcome 
statement can imply the cognitive level that is 
expected for that outcome. Some examples are 
shown below. 
 

 

Level Possible Verbs 

Knowledge 
Describe, detect, distinguish, 
explain, identify, list, recite, relate, 
select, separate, etc. 

Application 
Analyze, apply, compare, contrast, 
demonstrate, illustrate, perform, 
solve, summarize, etc. 

Synthesis 
Compose, create, design, develop, 
evaluate, formulate, judge, justify, 
predict, produce, recommend, etc. 

 
Although some verbs can be categorized into 
more than one level, depending on the context 
of the outcome and the nature of the 
assessments, it is important to identify the 
cognitive level(s) that a particular verb implies. 
Review the verbs in your outcome statements 
and determine if any need to be changed to 
better reflect the levels of cognitive 
development that you expect from your 
students. 

• Do outcomes target appropriate kinds of 
knowledge? 

Outcomes related to cognitive development 
can also be categorized by the kind of 
knowledge that they describe. For example, 
learning the vocabulary of a new language is 
factual knowledge while learning the grammar 
is conceptual knowledge. Knowing how to put 
words and grammar together to express ideas 
in a conversation is procedural knowledge, 
while learning about how you best learn 
languages (or self-awareness about one’s own 

} Knowledge 

} Application 

} Synthesis 
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knowing) is meta-cognitive knowledge. In 
some cases it may be helpful to identify the 
kinds of knowledge that students should 
develop in your course or program, and then 
ensure that your outcome statements 
appropriately capture this intent. 
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