
Preparing Program Outcomes 

 

Program outcomes are the intended learning outcomes of an academic program. They are the 

answers to the question, “What should program graduates know and be able to do?” 

 

Many people find that developing learning outcomes for assessment plans is the most difficult 

and time-consuming part of the process. If you adhere to the guidelines provided below, it will 

become much easier with practice, and you will avoid many problems with the subsequent steps. 

The time you invest now will save time later and will ensure that you are able to collect high-

quality assessment data. 

 

Guidelines for Writing Effective Program Outcomes 

 

1. Write outcome statements that flow directly from, and support, the program 

mission. Think about your program mission statement. The connection to that mission 

(and those of the department, school, and college) should be evident in your program 

outcomes. 

 

2. Write outcome statements that relate directly to the academic discipline and reflect 

the knowledge and skills students should acquire. It can be tempting to write program 

outcomes that are based on knowledge or skills that are important, but may not be 

attributable to the curricular content of the program. It is very common to see program 

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 program? You may consider writing or critical thinking to be very 

important for graduates of your program. If so, think about how you expect students to 

demonstrate those skills within the context of your academic discipline. 

 Program-specific: Graduates of the Criminal Justice program will analyze a 

current issue in criminal justice, evaluate evidence, and construct an argument. 

 

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 state 

“Students will know . . .” or “Students will understand. . . .” When you are tempted to use 

these, think about what students who know or understand can DO with that knowledge or 

understanding. 

 

4. Write outcome statements that focus on knowledge and skills graduates should 

possess rather than curriculum design, department resources, faculty characteristics, or 

instructional methods, as these are inputs from the program, not outputs from the 

students. Additionally, rather than stating that students will learn, will increase 

understanding, or will acquire knowledge, etc., express outcomes in terms of what 

students will be able to do. 



 Outcome focused: Graduates of the Art History program will contextualize artists 

in relation to religious and political influences. 

 

5. For programs that have specialized accreditation or certification, write outcome 

statements that take those assessment expectations into consideration. Some 

specialized accreditation organizations focus on curriculum design or other inputs rather 

than student outcomes. For those, you may want to write an outcome statement that 

addresses an input-based standard from the perspective of student-based outcomes. Some 

specialized accreditors provide specific learning outcomes that institutions must measure. 

Although the language and format of those mandated outcomes may not adhere to our 

guidelines, you should use the specific language provided by the specialized accreditation 

agency. 

 

6. Write outcome statements that do not combine multiple outcomes in a single 

statement unless those verbs come together into a single key outcome. Avoid the 

temptation to bundle everything you value about your program into a lengthy outcome 

statement. Stay focused on clear and simple outcomes that will yield high quality 

information. There are times when an outcome must be rather complex in order to 

capture the complexity of a particular program. We sometimes speak of such outcomes as 

being so “interwoven” that to separate the elements into separate outcomes would 

somehow diminish the richness of the assessment. When evaluating your outcome 

statements, be careful not to lump multiple elements into a single statement unless you 

truly have a complex outcome for a complex program. 

 

One of the best ways to resolve problems with an outcome statement that consists of 

multiple outcomes is to collapse them into a single outcome. A very common example is 

an outcome that refers to program graduates’ ability to “design and conduct research 

studies and communicate the results of their research both orally and in writing.” This is 

easily resolved by stating that program graduates will be able to conduct research.  

 

7. Write outcome statements that are short and concise. Longer statements tend to be 

vague or include multiple outcomes. 

 

Outcomes from Various Disciplines 

 

Business: Able to analyze complex management problems (for purposes of developing 

management strategy) thus demonstrating critical thinking and analysis. 

 

Engineering: Will demonstrate an ability to apply advanced mathematics (including differential 

equations and statistics), science, and engineering to solve the problems at the interface of 

engineering and biology. 

 

Fine Arts: Able to translate ideas & concepts into designs for landscape proposals in keeping 

with professional standards. 

 



Health: Evaluate various health & fitness related measurements techniques & appropriately use 

them to measure & evaluate an individual’s fitness. 

 

Humanities: Demonstrate language proficiency equivalent to the Intermediate range as 

described in the ACTFL & STAMP Proficiency Guidelines. 

 

Natural Sciences: Graduates will be able to read scientific articles and effectively evaluate 

research-related evidence pertaining to psychological phenomena. 

 

Natural Sciences: Students will apply the fundamental concepts and principles of classical 

mechanics to predict the motions and behavior of physical systems. 

 

Nursing: Demonstrates proficiency in family assessment. 

 

Performing Arts: Demonstrate techniques on their instrument to prepare for performances at a 

high level. 

 

Public Programs: Analyze the basic factors affecting the development of urban policy & social 

processes. 

 

Social Sciences: Will compile knowledge of geography to construct a scholarly literature review 

on a contemporary geographical research problem the graduate generates. 

 

Teaching: Utilize knowledge of students' individuality, cultural heritage, & social identity to 

create meaningful learning experiences for all students. 

 

Technology: Implement a management strategy while operating in a simulated airline 

environment. 

 

Source: http://www.asu.edu/oue/outcomes.html 
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