Reflective Blog Post- lesson 4: Learning Outcomes

The focus of the second PGcert Workshop was the aims of education. We had some in-depth discussions around learning outcomes and the challenges associated with them. We looked at how they were perceived from different perspectives such as students, tutors and course/ programme areas. I felt that this had a large amount of synergy with Brookfield’s model of reflection where he suggests critical reflection comes from 4 areas; The self, students, peers and theoretical literature ( see appendix- figure 4). 
There was a large amount of discussion within the group, particularly around the limitations of leaning outcomes for learners. I felt that one of the most interesting criticisms was around the pedagogical and curricular constraints, namely that learning outcomes can stifle creativity. Grace & Gravestock discuss this when they talk about the need in arts education to ‘follow particular interests as they arise’ but if cohorts are too focused on the minutia of what they are being assessed on ‘this approach may not result in a fair outcome for some students’ (Grace & Gravestock 2009). There is also a sense that they devalue non assessed learning, which in relation to the experimental nature of art and design poses something of a challenge. 
One area that I would have like to have discussed further in the workshop is the notion of surface level learning. This could be described as engaging with ‘unreflective strategies to simply pass a course’  (S Ylänne 2019). It is perhaps an inevitable consequence of having rigid learning outcomes that some students will focus exclusively on how best to meet them without engaging any further than is necessary. There is also the possibility of student knowledge being fragmented by this approach. Meyer argues this when he talks about ‘the surface approach [being] associated with students’ inability to see relationships between ideas or concepts’ (Meyer, 1991). It is perhaps slightly ironic that learning outcomes, seen as an integral part of constructive alignment could be viewed as having a fragmented effect on students’ learning behaviours. 
My view of learning outcomes is that they are a tool which isn’t necessarily centred around the user experience, rather they function as an institutional tool and the learner, in some regards, could be considered secondary. I feel that something as basic as the name frames it in an institutional context. If they were referred to perhaps as ‘student outcomes’ or even a specific course based outcomes they might be perceived as more student focused. I think this also relates to other areas in learning & teaching when, for example, terms such as ‘support’ have connotations which can be viewed as a deficit model for learning, (ie Academic Support). My main reflection on this is that assessment systems and processes should be continually challenged, perhaps using reflective models like Brookfield’s to evaluate their structures in the same way we might reflect on course content. 
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