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Guide Overview 

This guide provides guidelines for developing course-level student learning outcomes and a 
step-by-step process to follow to ensure your course outcomes meet the guidelines. There is 
also information about lesson-specific outcomes that can help you formatively gauge student 
progress on course learning outcomes throughout the semester.  

This guide can be used to create course outcomes individually or the process can be used by 
multiple instructors teaching the same course. 
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What is a Course-Level Student Learning Outcome? 

Student learning outcomes, or SLOS, answer the question “What do I want my students to 
know or be able to do at the end of the semester?” They help instructors determine the 
organization of a course, including lesson-specific outcomes, assessments, activities, and 
lecture content. 

When writing course-level outcomes it is important to consider what skills and knowledge 
students bring into the classroom from prerequisite courses and also what skills or knowledge 
students need to leave with for success in the next course in the major.  

Assessing course level SLOs helps instructors determine if the course is effectively preparing 
students to succeed in another course in the program and, if not, what curricular changes to 
make for future semesters. 
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Guidelines for Writing Course-Level Student Learning Outcomes 

1. Write outcome statements that flow directly from, and support, the course 
description/purpose. 

The connection to the course description/purpose should be evident in your program 
outcomes.  

2. Write outcome statements that relate directly to the academic discipline and course 
content to reflect the knowledge and skills students should acquire in the course.  

It can be tempting to write outcomes that are based on knowledge or skills that are important 
but may not be attributable to the curricular content of the course.  It is very common to see 
outcomes that emphasize writing or critical thinking. Everyone would agree that these are 
important skills, but students ordinarily acquire those skills across an undergraduate curriculum 
as general education outcomes.  Are they directly attributable to learning acquired in your 
course? Is that the focus of your course? Consider the example below. 

Weak Better 

At the end of this course students will be 
critical thinkers. 

At the end of this course students will be 
able to evaluate an historical debate. 

 

3. Write outcome statements that are observable and measurable.  

Focus on observable behaviors rather than what students think, understand, appreciate, etc. 
We cannot measure what students know or understand, but we can measure how they 
demonstrate evidence of knowledge and understanding. Avoid outcome statements that say, 
“Students will know …,” or “Students will understand ….”  When you’re tempted to use these, 
think about what students who know 
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course-level outcomes is about summative learning at the end of a course, so focus on high-
level learning. Most outcomes that are long combine a low-level outcome with a high-level 
outcome. Consider the example below. 

Multiple outcomes (2-3) Single outcome (1) 

At the end of this course students will be able 
to identify and critique an argument using 
anthropological evidence to support their 
argument.  

At the end of this course students will be 
able to critique an argument. 

 

“Identify” is probably a 100-level course outcome and “critique” is a higher level, perhaps a 
400-level course outcome. Or, “identify” is an outcome for the start of a course or unit and 
“critique” is something students can do by the end of the course. As you are writing your 
outcomes consider the level of your course and the level of achievement and skill possible to 
achieve in your course. 

In the example above many aspects of critiquing an argument are listed. Through the use of a 
structured rubric, faculty can separately evaluate students’ ability to design a study, collect 
data, analyze data, interpret results, write research reports, and communicate their findings to 
others.  Or perhaps these skills are taught over a series of courses, so consider which skill 
should be assessed in your course.  Such a rubric will permit faculty to give feedback (and 
grades) for each of the separate components, and then arrive at an overall grade for the 
project.  This same approach can be used for any individual or group written or performance 
projects that can be assigned to students. 

6. Write outcome statements that are short and concise.   

Longer statements tend to be vague or include multiple outcomes. 

7. Write your outcome statements that follow a similar form for consistency.  

Consistent formatting will help you to avoid many of the problems described in the preceding 
paragraphs. It will also be more organized for your students. Consider these statement 
templates: 

“At the end of this course students will be able to _____;”  

 “Students completing __________ will be prepared to _____.”  
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Step 2: Batch & Label Sticky Notes 

Organize your sticky notes into related batches.  You may identify areas of content knowledge 
that are closely related.  You may realize that some sticky notes represent subsets of 
knowledge or skill represented on other sticky notes.  Group those sticky notes together in a 
way that makes sense to you.  As you do this, you may see some sticky notes that you want to 
discard.  Set them aside, but don’t discard them just yet – they may give you other ideas.  

Determine an overarching name to the batches (e.g. oral communication, written 
communication, email communication might be titled Communication skills). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 3: Drafting a Course-Level Student Learning Outcome 

Review the writing guidelines, then write the first draft of your first course-level outcome.  
Don’t worry about perfection – you’ll have an opportunity to review this draft and revise. 

Step 4: Check the Guidelines 

Does your learning outcome meet the guidelines provided on p. 3? 

�… Supports course description/purpose 

�… Directly relates to discipline/program 

�… Observable and measurable (action verbs) 

�… Avoids combining multiple outcomes 

�… Short and concise 

�… Follows a consistent format 
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Step 5: Revise and Recheck.  

Revise until all guidelines are met. When the outcome meets the guidelines repeat steps 3-5 
with another batch of sticky notes from Step 2. 

Student Learning Outcome Revision Are the guidelines met? 

 �… Supports course description/purpose 

�… Directly relates to discipline/program 

�… Observable and measurable (action 
verbs) 

�… Avoids combining multiple outcomes 

�… Short and concise 

�… Follows a consistent format  

 

 

  






