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Writing Course Learning Outcomes at Zayed University 

Course learning outcomes (defined):  

 Course learning outcomes (CLOs) are a statement in specific and measurable terms of 

what a student will know or be able to do as the result of having successfully completed 

a course.   

Why they matter: 

 Clear articulation of course learning outcomes communicates expected standards of 

performance and serves as a foundation to evaluating the effectiveness of the teaching 

and learning process. 

Best practices in writing CLOs: 

Write CLOs that  : 

 represent demonstrable  cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions of learning. 

 focus on student behavior/performance (rather than what the teacher or course will 

do).  

 use operational, action verbs. 

 are specific, measurable and observable. 

 are realistic and achievable. 

 are aligned with program outcomes.  

 are understandable by students. 

 reflect the specific, unique content of the given course.  

N.B. a course learning outcome should be specific to the given course and should not 

appear elsewhere in the program.  

 number between 4-8.  There is no hard & fast rule on the number of CLOs a course 

requires.  However, more than 8 CLOs would be unwieldy to focus on, develop and 

assess within a course, and fewer than 4 CLOs could indicate that currently stated 

outcomes are too broad, which limits their usefulness, or that the course lacks sufficient 

depth or breadth.   

CLO writing guidelines 

1. CLOs begin with a stem, e.g., Students will be able to…. followed by what you want 

students to demonstrate by the end of your course: knowledge, abilities, skills that you 

can measure to assess whether or not (and to what extent) students are learning your 

curriculum. 
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2. CLOs state the desired student performance/behavior using concrete action, or 

operational, verbs, e.g. write, apply, interpret, describe, rather than verbs that are 

difficult to measure (e.g., “understand,” “know,” “learn”, “appreciate”). * See Language 

of Learning Outcomes list on following page. 

3. Common verbs to avoid: “students will learn, believe, hear, realize, comprehend, know, 

see, listen, memorize, think, perceive, develop, understand, experience, or feel” 

4. Common phrases to avoid: “students will become acquainted with, aware of, capable 

of, cognizant of, conscious of, familiar with, interested in” (think rather in terms of what 

students will do to prove to you their acquaintance, awareness, familiarity, etc.) 

5. Avoid needlessly wordy stems:   

Students will be able to demonstrate the ability to apply techniques and… 

Students will develop the capacity to produce …    

Students will be able to demonstrate a capacity to code the interactive… 

Students will learn the ability to critically review the methodology of… 

6. Examples of well-written CLOs (each preceded by “students will” or “students will be 

able to”): 

 

 apply legal and ethical principles in business to organizational decision making. 

 code the interactive components of a mock customer service portal in Java. 

 identify critical issues pertaining to safe selection, structuring and planning for content 

of exercise instruction. 

 develop an individual learning plan for a child with a learning disability. 

 critically review the methodology of a research study published in a Sociology journal. 

 facilitate a group to achieve agreed-upon goals. 

 critically evaluate modern selling and sales management concepts, techniques, 

strategies and theories. 

 produce a strategic plan for an online retail business. 

 explain which economic and political factors contributed to the outbreak of W.W.II. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Produced by Zayed University OEE 2015 
 

 

Language of Learning Outcomes (LoLO) 

The table below lists verbs that can be used to provide more precise language when writing 

learning outcomes.  These verbs are “operational” in that they refer to student activities 

that can be observed and evaluated (Adelman, 2015, p.15). 

A) Verbs describing student acquisition and 

preparation of tools, materials, and texts of 

various types (including digital and 

archival):  

access, acquire, collect, accumulate, extract, gather, locate, 

obtain, retrieve  

 

B) Verbs indicating what students do to 

certify information, materials, texts, etc.  

cite, document, record, reference, source (v)  

 

C) Verbs indicating the modes of student 

characterization of the objects of 

knowledge or materials of production, 

performance, exhibit 

categorize, classify, define, describe, determine, frame, 

identify, prioritize, specify  

D) Verbs describing what students do in 

processing data and allied information  

calculate, determine, estimate, manipulate, measure, solve, 

test  

D1) Verbs further describing the ways in 

which students format data, information, 

materials  

arrange, assemble, collate, organize, sort  

 

E) Verbs describing what students do in 

explaining a position, creation, set of 

observations, or a text  

articulate, clarify, explicate, illustrate, interpret, outline, 

translate, elaborate, elucidate  

F) Verbs falling under the cognitive 

activities we group under “analyze”  

compare, contrast, differentiate, distinguish, formulate, 

map, match, equate  

G) Verbs describing what students do when 

they “inquire”  

examine, experiment, explore, hypothesize, investigate, 

research, test  

H) Verbs describing what students do when 

they combine ideas, materials, 

observations  

assimilate, consolidate, merge, connect, integrate, link, 

synthesize, summarize  

I) Verbs that describe what students do in build, compose, construct, craft, create, design, develop, 
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Adapted from:  

Adelman, Clifford. (2015, February). To Imagine a Verb: The Language and Syntax of Learning Outcomes 
Statements. (Occasional Paper No. 24). Urbana, IL: University of Illinois and Indiana University, National Institute for 
Learning Outcomes Assessment. 

 

 

various forms of “making”  generate, model, shape, simulate  

 J) Verbs that describe the various ways in 

which students utilize the materials of 

learning  

apply, carry out, conduct, demonstrate, employ, implement, 

perform, produce, use  

K) Verbs that describe various executive 

functions students perform  

operate, administer, control, coordinate, engage, lead, 

maintain, manage, navigate, optimize, plan  

L) Verbs that describe forms of deliberative 

activity in which students engage  

argue, challenge, debate, defend, justify, resolve, dispute, 

advocate, persuade  

M) Verbs that indicate how students 

valuate objects, experiences, texts, 

productions, etc.  

audit, appraise, assess, evaluate, judge, rank  

N) Verbs that reference the types of 

communication in which we ask students to 

engage:  

report, edit, encode/decode, pantomime (v), map, display, 

draw/ diagram  

 

O) Verbs, related to modes of 

communication, that indicate what 

students do in groups:  

collaborate, contribute, negotiate, feed back  

P) Verbs that describe what students do in 

rethinking or reconstructing  

accommodate, adapt, adjust, improve, modify, refine, 

reflect, review  

http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/documents/Occasional_Paper_24.pdf
http://learningoutcomesassessment.org/documents/Occasional_Paper_24.pdf

