
Before you reach for Bloom’s cognitive taxonomy, I think it’s worth exploring the actual skills or attributes 
that you’re trying to generate within your students. In this example we have a course aim that seeks to 
“explore the impact the different policy decisions have on local, regional, national, and governmental 
decision-makers.” This is only part of the course I am but it’s the pertinent one. In the course team design 
workshops for the course above, I explored whether faculty were looking to extend the intellectual skills of 
their students or whether they wanted to challenge individual perspectives. 

We explored different domains that have similar intentions but use different verbs. As part of the programme 
design, we explored different levels and different perspectives on the policy development process. You can 
see above that we come up with a different expressions of outcomes depending on whether we are exploring 
individual personal values with respect to policy discussions, or whether we were trying to have the students 
recognise their own incremental development with respect to the field of policy development. As we will see 
using different verbs will lead us to different assessment decisions and therefore the way the learning is 
experienced can be very different.
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As you begin to draft your intended learning outcomes there are two games you can play to verify the 
robustness of their structure. You may actually want to write your outcomes on different coloured paper to 
represent the individual domains, and you may want to have three pieces of paper for each outcome. One for 
the active verb, one for the subject, and one for the context. The reason for this is that a well structured 
outcome should be sufficiently flexible to have just one element of it substituted without making it 
nonsensical. In this example we have a carefully phrased subject that means that the context can be 
exchanged without invalidating the entire outcome. This is because if I was tempted to specify the subject as 
contemporary financial regulations, I obviously couldn’t exchange that in the context of two recital pieces 
which is evidently a music course. Contemporary guidance in the financial services industry specific enough to 
incorporate financial regulations but would also allow me to teach and assess ethical guidelines or 
performance matrix for example. I could indeed explore the notation system used in the financial services 
industry. Now in practice the financial industries I’m likely to use the language of ‘notation’, but then I would 
want to modify it just slightly so that it fits within the subject context.

Look at all five demands covered here with the different outcomes and see whether or not it’s possible to 
exchange the context for learning in each case. You may notice that this proves difficult in the context of the 
psychomotor outcome because the subject specifically states rehabilitation devices, which is important to 
differentiate it from other devices in a clinical setting. But this means I cannot exchange it easily in the context 
of Geographic Information Systems or GIS. Choose to substitute the word ‘rehabilitation’ with the word 
‘suitable’.
suitable
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It is often possible to explore whether a well-formed subject and context may actually use an alternative 
active verb and achieve a different learning outcome. In these examples you will see I can exchange the 
interpersonal and the cognitive active verbs without modifying either the subject or the context, and these 
outcomes are still well-structured. I can do the same thing with the affective and metacognitive outcomes, 
exchanging the active verb without touching either the subject or the context. The very practical and often 
manual nature of psychomotor outcomes, and their associated verbs, generally makes this harder but it is 
always worth having a go!
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A well structured intended learning outcome should never feel like a restriction on the imagination or passion 
of a faculty member to be able to teach how they want to teach. Indeed it should also not be restrictive of the 
content that the faculty member feels is appropriate to illustrate the outcome that’s required. An outcome 
that is well structured, should whether the passage of time very effectively. It should never be overly detailed 
or prescriptive. It should always allow for variations in the forms of assessment, and the type of evidence that 
students may be expected to generate.

More flexibility is built on solid foundations. 
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