
Validation seen from the  
learning outcomes perspective 

Jens Bjornavold

VISKA project final conference,

12 February 2020



Two inseparable concepts –
Learning outcomes and validation 

• Validation of non-formal and informal 
learning has been pushed forward by 
the shift to learning outcomes

• The shift to learning outcomes is a 
precondition for wide-scale use of 
validation



Reminder - the objectives of validation

• All learning is of high value to individuals and 
society.

• We need to make visible and value the 
diverse and rich learning of individuals -
wherever and whenever it took place
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Reminder - the methods of validation

➢ The focus must be on outcomes of 
learning - what individuals know, can do 
and understand - less on input and 
process  

➢ Methodologies must be able to capture 
these individual outcomes in a reliable 
and valid way

➢ Institutions must make sure that the 
results of validation are trusted allowing 
individuals to exchange them into further 
learning or employment



Learning outcomes – the concept and its 
applications



• Facilitate the valuing of all learning, 
including that which has been acquired 
outside formal education and training.

• Increase the transparency of 
qualifications for learners and 
employers.

• Facilitate progress in an increasingly 
complex and diverse education and 
training landscape.

Learning outcomes aspirations (1) 



• Strengthen the accountability of 
education and training 

• Increase the comparability of 
qualifications between countries 
and facilitates the transfer and 
accumulation of learning outcomes 
across borders. 

• Allows for a dialogue between 
education and training and the 
labour market

• A key to lifelong and life-wide 
learning.

Learning outcomes aspirations (2) 



Cedefop’s 2009 study showed an overall shift to 
learning outcomes across Europe; although with clear 
differences between countries and education and 
training sectors

Cedefop’s 2016 study on learning outcomes confirms 
that the shift to learning outcomes is gaining speed and 
that differences between countries and education 
sectors are diminishing

Cedefop’s 2019 study on the Changing nature and role 
of Vocational education and training confirms the 
significance of the shift to learning outcomes  

Impacts of learning outcomes?
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Intended learning 
outcomes

A learning outcome is a 
statement of what a learner is 
expected to know, be able to do 
and understand after having 
completed a learning process.

Achieved learning 
outcomes

Set of knowledge, skills 
and/or competences an 
individual has acquired 
and/or is able to demonstrate 
after completion of a learning 
process

The learning outcomes feed-back-loop
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Validation standards

Programme description 

Curricula

Qualification standard

Occupation Standard 

Job description

Individual  skills and 
competences

Non-standardised

Individually specific

Diverse

Tacit 

Context-bound

The validation feed-back-loop

Assessment

Assessment



• Using the same standard for formal assessments and 
validation avoids ‘A’ and ‘B’ certificates and strengthens the 
currency of validation (2012 Recommendation)

• Using one set of standard ‘binds’ validation directly to the 
learning outcomes defined by the formal education and 
training system

• A key question is whether these standards are designed to 
capture the non-standardised, the diverse, tacit and context-
bound character of individual learning experiences?

The reference point for validation – qualifications standards



• A validation process focussing on identification and 
documentation must also clarify its reference point.

– In relation to education and training

– In relation to employment and the labour market

• To what extent are these reference points expressed in learning 
outcomes terms?

• To what extent are these reference points designed to capture 
the non-standardised, the diverse, tacit and context-bound 
character of individual learning experiences?

The reference point for identification and documentation of learning



• The Balance Point Project (Norwegian Retail 
Sector) emphasises the need for learning 
outcomes based reference points

– rooted in work but 

– related to formal education and training

• The Balance Point project seeks to strengthen 
the validation link between the labour 
market and education and training using 
learning outcomes to define standards and 
reference points

Bridging employment and education – shared standards 
and reference points? 



Defining and refining learning outcomes –
critical lessons



The writing of learning outcomes operates in a tension 
between schools of thought 

• A behaviouristic tradition will emphasise learning 
outcomes as result oriented, full-ended, clearly 
observable and (objectively) measurable, 

• A constructivist approach will emphasise the need for 
learning outcomes to be process-oriented and open-
ended, somewhat limiting measurability

• Validation, for example focussing on transversal skills 
and competences, will be directly influenced by this 
tension

Theory matters 



Alignment and coherence  

• Fragmented standards and reference points prevent 
progression between institutions and sectors

• A key challenge, as illustrated by the ‘Balance Point project’ 
is to build bridges between 

✓ Job requirements 
✓ Occupation standards ;
✓ Qualifications standards;
✓ Curricula;
✓ (Formal) assessment specifications

• Fragmented standards and reference points lead to 
validation silos



The danger of ‘dumbing down’

• Learning outcomes need to be defined and written in a 
way which allows for adaptation and interpretation

• Too detailed and prescriptive statements can lead to a 
‘dumbing down’ of the learning and assessment 
process. 

• Validation, with its focus on diversity and individuality, 
is particularly vulnerable to excessive harmonisation 
and simplification

. 



Key contradictions and tensions

Open up and 
enable  

learning?

Limit and 
restrict  

learning?

Allow local and 
individual 

adaptation?

Prescribe 
and control 
learning?

Outcomes 
focussed on 

process

Focus on 
measurability

Validation 
standards and 

reference 
points



Validation seen from the  learning outcomes perspective;
observations and conclusions



• For validation to add value, it needs a 
reference point

• Agreed standards are critical for valuing 
learning; the stronger agreement; the 
stronger currency 

Value and currency



Standards and reference points 
must be defined so as to facilitate 
the capture and assessment of  
diverse, tacit and context bound 
learning outcomes and 
experiences of individuals

Validity



• Standards and reference points 
are critical for ensuring a 
minimum of reliability of 
validation

• Reliability is critical for 
confidence and trust towards 
validation

Reliability



• Standards and reference points 
needs to be designed so as to 
bridge education and 
employment; 

• Standards and reference points 
bridging education and 
employment play a critical role 
in facilitating lifelong and life-
wide learning

The role of standards in facilitating lifelong and life-wide learning



Validation institutions and their methods rely on learning 
outcomes based standards and reference points

• All learning is of high value to individuals and 
society.

• We need to make visible and value the 
diverse and rich learning of individuals -
wherever and whenever it took place
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Thank you for your attention!
Jens.Bjornavold@cedefop.europa.eu

www.cedefop.europa.eu

Thank you for you attention:

Jens.Bjornavold@cedefop.europa.eu

www.Cedefop.europa.eu


