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A Guide for Writing Program Learning Outcomes, NICC 

A Guide for Outcomes:  

Every Academic Program must have clearly defined Program Level Student Learning Outcomes. These 

outcomes describe the level of knowledge, skills, and abilities that a graduate will possess at the end (or 

as a result) of their experiences and learning in their program of study.  

Outcomes should: 

• Contain an action verb that describes an observable or identifiable action 

Poor Example: Graduates will have an appreciation for classical music.  
Better Example: Graduates will be able to identify the characteristics of classical music using standard 
notation.  
 
Poor Example: Graduates will understand military theory.  
Better Example: Graduates will critically evaluate the use of military theory to explain various military 
techniques.  
 

• Be focused and not contain multiple action verbs 

Poor Example: Graduates will be able to think critically, asses, and evaluate the neoclassical art 
movement and how it coincided with Romanticism.  
Better Example: Graduates will be able to critically evaluate neoclassical art by describing how it differs 
from Romanticism.  
 
Poor Example: Graduates will identify an issue, develop and arguable thesis about the issue, locate 
relevant supporting evidence, analyze the evidence, and draw a well-supported conclusion. 
Better Example: Graduates will be able to apply research methodology and systematic analysis.   
 

• Focus on the student as the performer - What is the student expected to be able to know, think, 
or do? 

Poor Example: Graduates will join a professional organization.  
Better Example: Graduates will reflect on their membership of a professional organization. 
 
Poor Example: The program will offer graduates the opportunity to build their research skills by 
conducting authentic laboratory experiments. 
Better Example: Graduates will design an experiment that tests a valid hypothesis. 
 
Be appropriate for the level of learning, i.e., undergraduate vs. graduate 

• Undergraduate level (1000-4000 level courses) 

Poor Example: Graduates will conduct an individual research project.  
Better Example: Graduates will develop a plan for an individual research project.  
 
Poor Example: Graduates will evaluate effective leadership principles.  
Better Example: Graduates will identify effective leadership principles. 
 



Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Effectiveness 3 
 

A Guide for Writing Program Learning Outcomes, NICC 

Poor Example: Graduates will recall the basic theoretical principles of the discipline. 
Better Example: Graduates will criticize complex theoretical principles of the discipline. 

Poor Example: Graduates will explain the role of entrepreneurs in managing businesses. 
Better Example: Graduates will assess the role that the global business environment plays in 
organizational business decisions.  
 
Tip: If you decide to have multiple action verbs in a single outcome, you must make sure that you are  
assessing ALL parts of the learning outcome. This is easily achieved by having multiple measurements for 
a single learning outcome. (Parisa’s Tip: using multiple measurements for a single learning outcome is an 
advanced assessment technique and I do not recommend utilizing it at this point – so I urge you to focus 
on a single action verb and a single measurable concept or objective per outcome. We can enhance 
complexity as we move forward in the assessment process over time; this gives us room to grow. But 
let’s work at keeping it simple for now.) 
 
Finding the right action verb 

Using Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy is an easy way to find usable action verbs when developing student 

learning outcomes. Bloom’s Taxonomy classifies thinking according to six cognitive levels of complexity. 

The levels are ordered from simple and concrete to complex and abstract, with “Creating” being the 

highest level of thinking.  

A correlation can easily be drawn between these levels of thinking and the course level for which the 

learning outcomes are being developed. For example, the higher levels of thinking, analyzing, 

evaluating, and creating are generally associated with learning outcomes for graduate courses. 

The course levels listed are provided as a guideline. In any course, you may have a variety of learning 

outcomes at different levels of thinking. The standard rule of thumb is that you should have very few 
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“Remembering” learning outcomes in upper-level courses and very few “Creating” learning outcomes in 

lower-level courses. 

 

 

Tip: Often, verbs such as “know” and “understand” are used in learning outcomes, but how does one 

truly assess knowing and understanding? Using action verbs such as “explain”, “compare” and 

“contrast”, and “demonstrate” is more precise and can help you determine how to evaluate learning 

more accurately. 

Common Mistakes to Avoid When Writing Student Learning Outcomes 

• The learning outcomes include words that are hard or impossible to measure. 

Avoid terms such as understanding, develop awareness, possess a level of comfort, appreciate,  

become aware of, become familiar with, know, and learn. Use Bloom’s Taxonomy to find good  

verbs for writing student learning outcomes. 



Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Effectiveness 5 
 

A Guide for Writing Program Learning Outcomes, NICC 

• The learning outcomes include too many skills in one statement. 

o Have only one skill per statement. If multiple skills are included, the outcome becomes 

complex and difficult to measure. An easy fix is to separate skills into two learning 

outcomes. 

 

• The learning outcome is not a learning outcome and is more of a check box. 

o For example: “The graduate will complete a self-assessment survey.” Or “The graduate 

will utilize the Career Services office.”  

o  

• There are too many learning outcomes. 

o It is important to keep this manageable. No department can assess 30 program level 

student learning outcomes in a year. It is advised to keep things focused and prioritize 

learning outcomes to those that are necessary and important to the discipline 

For more information or assistance regarding outcomes, contact Parisa Baker, Director, Office of 

Institutional Research, Planning, and Effectiveness at PBaker@thenicc.edu  
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