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The system of higher education in Georgia has been recently facing major 
challenges, especially in matching its outcomes to market and society de-
mands. As the job market is becoming more globally competitive, these 
challenges are increasing.  
To survive in the current business world, there is high competition be-
tween companies for highly qualified manpower. Higher education sys-
tems are, on the other hand, traditionally considered conservative and 
slow in response to market needs.  
HEIs have many stakeholders: parents, students, faculty members, grad-
uates, employees, regulatory organizations, and government. Their ex-
pectations are different and often are in conflict with one another in 
many respects. Multi-stakeholder involvement in the assessment of 
learning outcomes is essential to realize students’ achievements. In these 
processes participation, collaboration and learning are emphasized. Par-
ticipation leads to the perfect rating of the process and better evaluations 
of the outcomes.  
The assessment of students/graduates by stakeholders is shaped by their 
participation in activities and their experiences in the processes. Under-
standing stakeholder importance in the processes in which they are in-
volved and their evaluation of outcomes is imperative; it influences the 
current and future levels of engagement and improvement. 
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Introduction 

 
The introduction of the term ‘learning 

outcomes’ (LOs) is connected with the devel-
opment of a student-centered approach to 
education. The debate on LOs vs. teaching 
goals has lasted for almost half a century. If 
the earlier widely spread term ‘teaching 
goals’ was teacher-centered and dealt with 
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the goals that the instructor planned for 
teaching students, ‘learning outcomes’ is 
something that learners desire/need/ plan to 
know and be able to do after studying the 
course/program. “Using a combination of the 
learning outcomes approach and student 
workload in program design and delivery puts 
the student in the center of the teaching and 
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learning process” (European Parliament, 
2018, p.50). 

Learning outcomes came to the center of 
educationalists’ attention all over Europe in 
connection with European integration and 
especially the Bologna process. The Europe of 
the XXI century is not only politically, eco-
nomically, scientifically, educationally, and 
culturally integrated, it stresses the need to 
take into consideration every person’s pecu-
liarities and needs. Thus, standards, which 
provide a high level and reputation of Euro-
pean education, co-exist with respect to-
wards each country’s traditions and each 
learner’s abilities and demands. The develop-
ment of common educational policy en-
hanced focusing on democratic values in ed-
ucation, which dealt with increased student-
centeredness: student autonomy, student 
(and other stakeholders’) involvement in de-
cision making, growth of students’ roles in 
the educational process, application of induc-
tive and interactive teaching methods (Todo-
rovski et al. 2015).  

“In the European Higher Education Area 
(EHEA), learning outcomes were first men-
tioned in the 2003 Berlin Communiqué – not 
as a stand-alone goal, but as one tool to 
achieve comparable degrees and underpin 
structural reforms in the context of the Bolo-
gna Process” (Peterbauer & Zhang, 2020).  
Hoidn (2016) names learning outcomes as 
one of the four corner-stones of the Bologna 
process: LOs, student-centered teaching and 
learning methods, professional development 
of higher education academic personnel, and 
student support services. Gaebel and Zhang 
(2018) state that among the advantages of 
learning outcomes (instead of teaching goals) 
approach include easier recognition of cred-
its, revision of course contents, teaching and 
assessment methods (to make them more 
student-centered), and collaboration among 
all stakeholders.  

To consolidate the EHEA, meaningful im-
plementation of learning outcomes is 

needed. The development, understanding, 
and practical use of learning outcomes is cru-
cial to the success of ECTS, the Diploma Sup-
plement, recognition, qualifications frame-
works, and quality assurance (QA) – all of 
which are interdependent. Bologna Secretar-
iat (according to the EHEA, 2012) stated: “We 
welcome the clear reference to ECTS, to the 
European Qualifications Framework and to 
learning outcomes in the European Commis-
sion’s proposal for a revision of the EU Di-
rective on the recognition of professional 
qualifications. We underline the importance 
of taking appropriate account of these ele-
ments in recognition decisions.” 

By providing a direct evaluation of stu-
dent learning outcomes at the global stage 
and to enable institutions to benchmark the 
performance of their students against their 
peers as part of their improvement efforts, a 
new concept was introduced - the Assess-
ment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes 
(AHELO), which aims to complement institu-
tion-based assessments. AHELO is the first in-
ternational attempt at measuring higher ed-
ucation student learning outcomes across 
borders, languages, and cultures; it is by no 
means unique or isolated. Later some similar 
efforts followed. So, nowadays AHELO is part 
of a broader context of distinct initiatives 
converging in their focus on performance, 
competencies, and learning outcomes. 

Given AHELO’s global scope, it is essential 
that measures of learning outcomes are valid 
across diverse cultures and languages, as well 
as different kinds of higher education institu-
tions (HEIs). The development of Higher Edu-
cation Learning Outcomes (HELOs) is a fairly 
new phenomenon in higher education that 
has recently attracted increasing interest. 
HELOs have attracted the interest of policy 
makers, quality assurance agencies, and uni-
versity administrators amongst others, and 
engaged university teachers in formulating 
the expected or required ‘outcome’ of study 
programs. Importantly, the role of HELOs in 



SHORENA GOGIASHVILI 
VOL.1-N0.1 (1)-2020 

JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES 

 

47 

the main activities of higher education – 
teaching, assessment and learning – is not fi-
nite to impacts within higher education insti-
tutions, but should be seen in a broader pol-
icy and societal context, since HELOs are in-
tended to provide stronger connections be-
tween these core activities, wider society and 
the labor market (according to the OECD, Or-
ganization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment, 2012 a; b).  

Learning outcomes have repeatedly fig-
ured in Bologna-related events and docu-
ments grown to be an issue of considerable 
political significance. The Berlin Communiqué 
(2003), for instance, required that the de-
grees are based rather on learning outcomes 
than simply the number of credits. The Yere-
van Communiqué (2015, p. 2), on the other 
hand, mentioned that student-centered 
learning should be supported by transparent 
descriptions of learning outcomes and work-
load, flexible learning paths, and appropriate 
teaching and assessment methods and that 
the application of LOs is crucial for graduates’ 
employability.   

The Bologna Process, thus, directing 
teachers’ and students’ attention to learning 
outcomes was defined as a pedagogical ap-
proach. Learning outcomes are experienced 
as influencing teaching plans and practice to 
various degrees. 

Learning outcomes are concerned with 
the achievements (knowledge, skills, and em-
ployability) of the learner rather than the in-
tentions of the teacher (expressed in the aims 
of a module or a course). However, ideally, 
they should be as close as possible to each 
other, as nowadays students are customers 
in higher education, and, as known well, ‘cus-
tomer is the king’, so instructors have to 
teach what the students need to know at the 
end of the course/program.  Teachers need 
to pose such goals in front of themselves 
(what to teach to students), which most 
probably students will need to know and/or 
be able to do.   

Some other countries are not so much 
concentrated on learning outcomes, in the 
US, for instance, a greater emphasis has been 
put on the results of the Spellings Commis-
sion (Commission on the Future of Higher Ed-
ucation, 2006), stressing standardized tests 
for the measurement of outcomes in higher 
education, as well as federal guidelines to aid 
the accrediting bodies in developing national 
standards and comparative reviews of insti-
tutional performance (Busse et al., 2010).  

Learning outcomes are key to meaningful 
education, and focusing on them is essential 
in order to diagnose the state of teach-
ing/learning/knowledge and to improve the 
teaching processes and student learning. Alt-
hough there is a long tradition of learning 
outcomes’ assessment within institutions’ 
courses and programs, the stress on learning 
outcomes has become more important in re-
cent years, especially within the Bologna pro-
cess. The interest in developing comparative 
measures of learning outcomes has increased 
in response to a range of higher education 
trends, challenges and paradigm shifts.   

 
1.  Assessment in education 

 
Assessment is an inseparable component 

of the educational system. If in the past in 
Georgia during USSR regime  mostly students 
(their knowledge and skills) were assessed, 
nowadays everything – educational policies, 
institutions, programs, curricula and syllabi, 
materials, lecturers and courses delivered by 
them, as well as students’ knowledge, skills 
and attitudes – has to be assessed in order to 
provide high-quality education.   
 
Definition of assessment 

 
According to some sources assessment is 

the collection of relevant information that 
maybe relied on for making decisions. Evalu-
ation, on the other hand, is the application of 
a standard and a decision-making system to 
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assessment data to produce judgments 
about the amount and adequacy of the learn-
ing that has taken place. This definition can 
apply to any sphere of life – production, ser-
vices, and education.  

As for assessment in education, according 
to the online Glossary of Educational Reform 
(2014), “the term assessment refers to the 
wide variety of methods or tools that educa-
tors use to evaluate, measure, and document 
the academic readiness, learning progress, 
skill acquisition, or educational needs of stu-
dents”.Assessment in education is needed for 
decision making concerning students, educa-
tional institution and country accountability, 
establishing standards, planning the reforms 
and changes needs, student placement, diag-
nosing students’ weaknesses and teachers’ 
challenges in order to improve learning and 
teaching, and developing research, learning 
needs identification and educational re-
search.  

Some authors state that assessment re-
fers to a variety of tasks by which teachers 
collect information regarding the perfor-
mance and achievement of their students. 
The researchers highlight that assessment 
has two main purposes. One reason is for stu-
dent learning and the other is for certification 
(‘assessment of learning’), which involves the 
evaluation of student achievement (Carless, 
2015).  Formative and summative assess-
ments fulfill these purposes (Carless, 2015; 
Saifi et al., 2011; Sambell et al., 2013).  As Car-
less (2007) states, when an assessment is suc-
cessful, these two functions need to overlap. 
Formative assessment occurs continuously 
throughout the course (Saifi et al., 2011; 
Sambell et al., 2013).  It inspires students to 
engage in the subject matter, which helps 
them become familiar with the information 
they are attempting to learn (Jacoby et. al, 
2014).  Active participation of students and 
teachers occurs for effective formative as-
sessment. According to researcher McCoy 

when students are actively engaged in the ac-
tivities, it results in deeper thinking and long-
term retention of learned concepts.  Im-
provements in learners’ performances are 
achieved through supportive feedback from 
various assessment tasks (Sambell et al., 
2013).  Because of its value to learning, form-
ative an assessment is considered assess-
ment for learning (Hernández, 2012). 

Student knowledge and skill assessment 
play an essential role in the quality of the ed-
ucational process. It helps administration, 
teachers, and students to understand how 
much the learning outcomes have been 
achieved and how much chance there is that 
students succeed in their further learning and 
career. Assessment defines the quality and 
relevance of assessment methods (essays, 
objective testing, performance assessment, 
portfolios, etc.). It also helps policy makers, 
stakeholders, and educationists to imple-
ment curriculum properly. Over the past two 
decades, more emphasis compared to the 
past has been made on assessing learners’ 
performance (Gebremedhin & Asgele, 2015). 

There is a debate on frequent changes 
and development in the assessment methods 
over the world. Traditionally, students were 
encouraged to demonstrate current 
knowledge and to play a passive role in the 
assessment process, rather than developing 
critical thinking abilities and being active in 
their own learning, as close-ended tests, so 
widely applied, require from students only 
reproductive knowledge instead of produc-
tive ones. Contemporary education is con-
stantly looking for innovations that bring 
about improvement in teaching with the ex-
press purpose of improving student learning, 
it does its best to involve students in assess-
ment and to make them responsible for their 
learning (Jogan, 2019).  

Higher education institutions are continu-
ally striving to make education applicable to 
the working environment that their former 
students will encounter upon graduation. 
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One of the tools for enhancing an institution’s 
quality and sufficiently informing students 
about their outcomes and learning opportu-
nities is quality assessment. Quality assess-
ment is a long process that establishes meas-
urable student learning outcomes, then anal-
yses and interprets them. This enables stu-
dents to receive an assessment on their 
learning and helps them to improve their per-
formance (Čechová et al., 2019). 

While teaching goals are not necessarily 
measurable, learning outcomes should be ca-
pable of being assessed (Adam, 2004, p. 4). 
Clearly, it is necessary to have some form of 
assessment tools in order to determine the 
degree to which the set learning outcomes 
have been achieved. Assessment techniques 
may be direct and indirect. Written examina-
tions, project work, portfolios, grading sys-
tem with rubrics, theses, reflective journals, 
performance assessment, etc. are direct 
measurements and surveys of employers, 
comparison with peer institutions, surveys of 
past graduates, retention rates, analysis of 
curriculum, etc. are indirect ones.  

The minimum acceptable standard that 
learning outcomes specify, is to enable a stu-
dent to pass a module. Student performance 
above this basic threshold level is differenti-
ated by applying grading criteria. Grading cri-
teria are statements that show what a stu-
dent must demonstrate to achieve a higher 
grade. Rubrics – or ‘multi-purpose scoring 
guides’ (Wolf & Stevens, 2007, p. 3) - help to 
differentiate the levels of performance of a 
student. It is hoped that students will aim for 
the highest levels of performance; however, 
the minimum (passing) levels are also 
needed, especially for struggling students 
who make a lot of effort, but still are not very 
successful. For formative assessment, many 
levels of performance help the student to im-
prove gradually, while a few levels for sum-
mative assessment simplify teachers’ job 
(Wolf & Stevens, 2007, p. 7).  

  

2. Importance/role of learning outcomes 
assessment in higher education 

 
It is very important to assess whether 

higher education students have attained the 
desired outcomes. An assessment provides 
essential assurance to a wide variety of stake-
holders that people have gained various 
knowledge and skills and that they are ready 
for employment or further study. More 
broadly, the assessment of LOs reflects the 
character of an institution and its educational 
programs. Much assessment is expensive, 
making it an influential focus for analysis. As-
sessment shapes education and how people 
study in powerful direct and indirect ways, in-
fluencing teaching and curriculum. Assess-
ment is highly relevant to individuals, often 
playing a major role in defining life chances 
and directions (Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al., 
2018). 

It is very important that there is alignment 
between the learning outcomes and student 
assessment, as the goal of student 
knowledge and skills assessment should ex-
actly deal with the degree of achievement of 
learning outcomes (Ulker, 2018). This is why 
the contemporary syllabus has to reveal 
which assessment method has to assess 
which LO and how exactly it will be done.  

Table 1 shows the desirable format of pre-
senting learning outcomes-to-student assess-
ment: 
 
Table 1  
The format of presenting learning outcomes-to-
student assessment 
 

 Assess-
ment for-
mat 1 
(e.g., 
multiple-
choice 
test) 

Assess-
ment for-
mat 2 
(e.g., case 
studies – 
offering 
solutions) 

Assess-
ment for-
mat 3…. 

Assess-
ment for-
mat n 

Learning out-
come 1 (e.g., 
knowledge of 
the factual ma-
terial in the 
course) 

X    
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Learning out-
come 2 (e.g., 
problem-solv-
ing skills) 

 X X  

Learning out-
come 3… 

  X X 

Learning out-
come n 

X  X  

 
It is visible from the table that each out-

come does not need to fit each assessment 
format (this would be impossible), but on the 
whole all course outcomes are met by a cer-
tain assessment format(s). 

According to some scholars external 
stakeholders – governments, accrediting 
agencies, potential students and their par-
ents – are holding institutions of higher edu-
cation increasingly accountable for the qual-
ity of education they are providing their stu-
dents. Assessment grades are one of the 
signs by which they can understand how 
good the teaching and assessment quality is: 
if too many students fail, it means that either 
teaching is not relevant and/or there is a dis-
crepancy between assessment methods and 
teaching methods. On the other hand, if al-
most all students get high grades, it reveals 
that either the taught materials are too sim-
ple and/or so are the assessment methods. In 
both cases, there are some problems with the 
quality of teaching and learning. 

According to Jonson, Guetterman, and 
Thompson (2014), the assessment of student 
learning outcomes can influence program im-
provement. Many authors support the view 
on the positive role of LOs assessment in the 
enhancement of program quality.  

Who knows better than program gradu-
ates and their employers whether they 
gained learning outcomes that were relevant 
to the job needs? ‘Evaluative thinking’ is ben-
eficial, as it challenges stakeholders in the 
program to ask critical questions about what 
the intended effects of the program are, how 
they could be measured, and what causal 
connection they have to elements of the pro-
gram. Most evaluation theories: behavioral, 
stressing testing and measurement, as well as 

humanistic and cognitive, emphasizing per-
sonal and intellectual development (Szőköl, 
2016), underline the importance of stake-
holder involvement in building the evaluation 
capacity. Frye and Hemmer (2012) discuss 
several theories of educational evaluation: 
reductionist theory, which tries to find the 
impact of changes on the quality of education 
via experimenting on separate constituents 
of the educational program, Kirkpatrick's 
four-level model of learner outcomes, which 
studies the relationships between program 
components and learning outcomes, the 
Logic Model, which specifies the intended re-
lationships between evaluation components, 
and Stufflebeam's Context, Input, Process 
and Product (CIPP) model, consistent with 
system theory and complexity theory: it is 
flexible enough to incorporate the studies 
that support ongoing program improvement 
as well as summative studies of a completed 
program's outcomes. While reductionist the-
ory views the importance of stakeholders’ 
participation in developing learning out-
comes one by one, in isolation, the other the-
ories view them in unity.  

Clinton (2013) emphasized the signifi-
cance of stakeholder engagement in LOs as-
sessment for defining the quality of the pro-
gram. Brandon & Fukunaga (2014) provided 
more details on the empirical support for 
stakeholder engagement, noting some prob-
lems (e.g., the importance of adequate re-
sources for building the evaluation capacity 
of stakeholders) along with clear indications 
of the pattern of positive effects on evalua-
tion use and influence.   

Various researches have revealed that 
adopting the learning outcomes-based ap-
proach is beneficial at the program (Clarke  & 
Reichgelt,  2003),  individual courses as  well  
as  at  society levels (Gowan et al., 2006). 
However, there are criticisms in connection 
with the issue as well. In particular, Havnes & 
Prøitz (2016) mention that by telling students 
the learning outcomes, universities sort of 
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providing a message that the outcomes are 
not only necessary but also sufficient, thus, 
limiting students’ strive for better achieve-
ment.  

 
3. How to measure the achievement of 
learning outcomes 

 
Based on the discussion above, it is possi-

ble to sum up that to measure the achieve-
ment of learning outcomes, it is essential to 
define: 
 whether the curricula/programs are rel-
evant to educational policies in the country; 
 whether the educational materials ena-
ble students to develop the required 
knowledge, skills, and values/attitudes;  
 whether the teaching and assessment 
methods and the outcomes are congruent 
to each other; 
 whether the offered objective tests en-
able to measure the expected knowledge 
and understanding; 
 what percentage of students fail – pass 
– succeed in tests; 
 whether the open-ended tasks (essays, 
presentations, projects, research) permit to 
measure critical thinking, application of 
cognitive/metacognitive strategies. 

 
The relevance of programs to educational 

policies is usually measured in the process of 
internal assessment (through questionnaires) 
and external assessment (authorization by 
national and international bodies) (Anderson 
et al., 2005). According to Harden, Crosby, 
and Davis (1999), “in outcome-based educa-
tion, product defines the process. Outcome-
based education can be summed up as ‘re-
sults-orientated thinking’ and is the opposite 
of ‘input-based education’ where the empha-
sis is on the educational process and where 
we are happy to accept whatever is the result 
(p.8)”. To help people involved in program 
development satisfy the assessment require-
ments, special program/curriculum guides 

are being developed by governmental agen-
cies ”.   

The efficient assessment uses quantita-
tive, qualitative, direct, and/or indirect 
measures to define whether the learning out-
comes have been achieved.  The quality of 
educational materials, relevance of teaching, 
and assessment methods to the expected LOs 
can be accessed via teacher and student 
questionnaires and/or interviews with them. 
If the questionnaires apply close-ended (Lik-
ert scale or multiple choice) items only, the 
measures will be quantitative, if the items are 
open-ended, the measure will be qualitative, 
if both types of items are applied, then the 
measure will be mixed. Interviews represent 
qualitative measures. The direct measures 
are testing students (open-ended tasks in 
tests should be accompanied by rubrics to 
achieve objectivity), while questionnaires 
and interviews are indirect measures of |LOs 
fulfillment. The combination of all tools will 
provide the most relevant picture.  

It is necessary to clarify whether teachers 
find the materials teachable (arranged from 
the easy to the difficult, with sufficient effec-
tive activities) and whether students find 
them learnable (easy enough) (Ashiem et al., 
2007). Teachers are responsible for both se-
lecting effective teaching methods and help-
ing students apply effective learning meth-
ods. Assessment methods have to be objec-
tive and corresponding to the expected LOs.   

How learnable the materials are and 
whether the teaching/learning/assessment 
methods are relevant can be also understood 
from the testing results: 
 if too many students (say, 70% or more) 
fail the tests, it means that either the mate-
rials were too difficult and teacher expecta-
tions too high or that the test was too diffi-
cult; 
 on the other hand, if  - too many stu-
dents (say, 70% or more) fulfill the test cor-
rectly, it means that either the materials 
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were too easy and teacher expectations too 
low or that the test was too simple.  

 
Understanding the quality of the open-

ended tasks is the most difficult, thus, in-
depth interviews will be more effective for 
that purpose than a multiple-choice or Likert-
scale questionnaire.  

According to Keshavarz direct measures 
of LOs achievement are provided by testing, 
portfolios, projects, and performance tasks. 
Both generic and discipline-specific 
knowledge and especially skills are more effi-
ciently measured by performance tasks (port-
folios, role play, business games and intern-
ships) rather than constructed-response and 
multiple-choice tasks (OECD 12a).  A reliable 
assessment consistently achieves the same 
results with the same or similar group of stu-
dents. Reliability may be decreased by ambig-
uous questions, vague marking instructions, 
and insufficiently qualified markers. A valid 
assessment measures what it is intended to 
measure. A test result is viewed as valid when 
it properly assesses what the syllabus names 
as LOs.  

Summative and formative assessments 
are often described as ‘assessment of learn-
ing’ - and ‘assessment for learning’, - respec-
tively (Earl, 2003). For formative assessment 
of the educational process, on the one hand, 
teacher observations and reflections (self- 
and peer-reflections) will be used. University 
quality assurance may develop and apply 
questionnaires to find out teachers’ assess-
ment of the process. For summative assess-
ment tests involving both close-ended and 
open-ended questions (including essays, 
analysis, etc.) will be applied.  

 
Conclusion 
 
So, to conclude While writing/formulating 

LOs, it is necessary to concentrate on student 
knowledge and especially skills (particular ac-
tions that students are expected to fulfill 

quickly, easily, and automatically). Making 
the wording “SMART” - specific, measurable, 
attainable, relevant, and time-bound – is pos-
sible through cooperation with stakeholders 
step by step. Clear (comprehensible) LOs are 
helpful for both students and their future em-
ployers.  
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