
The function of an ILO

There are four principal functions of an intended learning outcome. Each one can be unpacked into different 
practical implications depending on the discipline, institutional context and national priorities.
These are, as stated, firstly that an ILO should describe, in language that is meaningful to the learner before 
embarking on any course of study, what they will be able to do once they have completed that course of 
study.
The second is that ILOs help the learner to understand where that skill or attribute fits into the broader 
context of their programme of study, or their professional development.
The third is to specify the level of learning. There is a difference between identifying something as a first-year 
undergraduate and identifying something as a postgraduate student, which will explore later. Context 
matters.
And fourthly, ILOs that are written with reference to discipline norms, and often with external benchmarks 
help sector-wide, or cross-institutional, comparisons. This aims to maintain quality.

Let’s look at these in a little bit more detail.
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Student Perspectives on ILOs?

It is important that learners know what they can expect to learn by undertaking their course. This does not 
mean that ILOs should describe what knowledge and experiences they may face, rather it means they will 
have a clear understanding of what they will be able to do. This allows course authors to describe what a 
student will be able to do, NOT how they are going to get there. This gives flexibility to the teacher to take 
different paths for different cohorts, to expose their learners to contemporary examples. Knowing whether 
you can do something, is also easier for the learner themselves to quantify as their progress through your 
course.

Increasingly learners makes choices as to which courses or programmes they want to study based on whether 
they think it will result in a better job, or better lifestyle. Well-structured ILOs means that a student can, 
depending on the flexibility of any programme, choose to mix and match their courses, based on their 
outcomes, to achieve a particular outcome. They may, for example, decide that it would be advantageous to 
have more in the way of inter-cultural competencies and identifying course that have those outcomes is one 
way of doing that.
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Faculty Perspectives on ILOs?

In addition to all of the benefits that students have from well structured outcomes there are also some things 
that faculty would also welcome. Having well structured outcomes allows the contextualization of the 
program of study in terms of its level. As we will see later, there are different benchmark statements and 
discipline frameworks available in different countries. These usually define the kind of outcomes that can be 
expected at each level of study. Sometimes these define broad levels of autonomy and independence, or 
broad academic skills. They may however be more precise. It’s important to recognise that the active verbs 
used in a well-structured outcome is still context specific. A well-structured outcome which includes an active 
verb, a subject and a context is helpful for clarifying the level of study. 

Another benefit for faculty, and the institutions more broadly, is in allowing some comparative referencing 
across different courses, programmes, and institutions. Some regional or national quality assurance agencies 
may define programme level outcomes for example and allow institutions to define their own course 
outcomes against that framework. Many professions include competency frameworks that they expect 
institutions to align their courses towards. This also means that learning is more portable between institutions 
and makes the recognition of prior accredited learning more straightforward.
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