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Background and purpose of paper

 Two meanings of “learning outcomes:

– What have students actually learnt

– What are students expected to learn

 Measures of qualifications:

– Grades

– Subject-specific and transferable skills

– Employability

 The link between learning and assessment

 Our main aim: to illustrate a broader set of 
criteria for student learning 
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What did we try to find out and how?

 Research questions: 

 How is learning outcomes related to institution, 
type of degree and field of study?

 How is learning outcomes related to grades?

Data and method:

 Data on students (self-reported) learning 
outcomes from a national survey

 Constructing a set of learning outcome 
components based on factor analysis
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Items to measure learning outcomes
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Useful knowledge of facts

Good study habits

Cultural understanding

Tolerance

Job-spesific knowledge

Written communication skills

Oral communication skills 

Analytical skills

Societal understanding

Numerical skills

Interpersonal skills 

Innovation and creativity

to a great extent

to some extent

to a little extent
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Construction of learning outcomes variable

 Factor analysis was used to investigate the relationship between 
the items measuring learning outcome.

 Method: principal component analysis, using Varimax rotation

 Initial and final analysis came out with three factors. 
– In the final analysis two items that loaded heavily on more then one factor was cut out. 

Cultural/societal 

knowledge

General 

knowledge

Knowledge 

application

Cultural understanding 0,802 0,153 0,088

Tolerance 0,764 0,154 0,195

Numeric skills -0,607 0,254 0,244

Societal understanding 0,574 0,367 0,108

Written communication skills 0,186 0,767 0,015

Analytical skills -0,084 0,738 0,153

Oral communication skills 0,224 0,679 0,150

Useful knowledge of facts 0,126 0,054 0,753

Job-spesific knowledge 0,046 0,028 0,744

Good study habits -0,036 0,330 0,557

Eigenvalue, % of Variance 20,4 19,5 15,9
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Learning outcomes by field of study
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Learning outcomes by grades

0,00

0,50

1,00

1,50

2,00

2,50

3,00

3,50

Cultural/societal knowledge General knowledge Knowledge application

A B C D E

www.nifustep.noNIFU STEP  Norwegian Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education

Main findings

 Weak relations between learning outcomes and type of 
degree and field of study (except “cultural/societal 
knowledge”)

 Also relatively weak correlation between grades and 
learning outcomes

 Possible explanations:

– Measurement problems?

– Students assess their progress in a ”relativistic” way?

– Grades and learning outcomes are complementary measures?
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Implications

 Traditional examinations and grading is insufficient to 
assess learning outcomes.

 Broader learning goals has to be supported by broader 
assessment criteria.

 From individual to institutional level:

– Can learning outcomes among individual students serve as 
instruments for institutional assessment ?


