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Examples: Communicating the link between outcomes and 
assessments to students  

 
Excerpted from HOPR 3700: “In the Wild West” 

 
 

COURSE COMPETENCIES AND LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

 
A course competency is an academic area in which I expect you will improve upon or strengthen 
during your time spent on required and supplementary readings and activities designed to help you 
learn. Competencies are gained as students complete learning outcomes. Multiple learning 
outcomes are required to meet a competency.  
 

In this course you will deepen your ability to inquire creatively and critically, which are 
essential skills that will help you move toward your academic, professional, and personal 
goals and successes. We will connect how deep creative thinking applies to your life beyond 
the walls of this classroom. In general, this course should strengthen your communication, 
research, presentation, and analytical thinking and writing skills, and your close reflection 
should transform your awareness of how you learn. Finally, you will share your findings with 
the greater community through a group project of your design. 
 
Course competencies are the focus of the required self-assessments. 

 
A learning outcome is a measurable skill that will be assessed throughout the course. Individual 
assignments in this course each fulfill one or more learning outcome.  
 

As an active participant in this course, students will: 

1. Understand how different populations and cultures in the American West have been 
portrayed in popular culture [inquire/connect]; 

2. Analyze and interpret primary and secondary source materials as artefacts that reveal 
information about individual and cultural ideals and beliefs [inquire/connect]; 

3. Understand the interconnectedness of history, popular culture, and tourism in the 
creation of a contemporary western imagination [inquire/connect];   

4. Use artistic approaches to think through challenging ideas; employ creativity as a means 
to answer academic questions and create academic responses [transform/share]; 

5. Articulate the ways in which these studies could integrate into our daily lives, belief 
systems, family systems and traditions, work and economic systems, other studies at 
BSU or elsewhere, and more [transform/share]; 

6. Cultivate an ability to write/present substantive revisions [transform/share]. 
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ASSESSMENT OF COMPETENCIES AND LEARNING OUTCOMES: 

 
 

What does it mean to be a member of the honors community? 
 

As a member of the honors community, we expect that you’ll excel. Your instructors, the director, 
and the program office will do all that we can to support you in this endeavor! Because our focus is 
helping you think, write, and speak at a high level, in this particular class, we remove 
grading/scoring from individual assignments – such an approach is intended to motivate students to 
master the course competencies and learning outcomes of a course instead of motivating students 
through a desire to achieve a “good grade.”  
 
Excel/Revise [E/R] GRADING: Honors community members generally seek to earn “A” or “B+” level 
work, so in this class, the score of “E” (Excel) falls within this range. Written work that falls below B+ 
range is scored as an “R” (Revise). Community members may revise (using the revision policy and 
process) until the work falls within the “E” range, which indicates that the assignment moves the 
community member towards mastery of the associated learning outcome. 
 
Assignments that “Excel” lead toward your final letter grade in the course. Assignments to be 
“revised” will only lead toward the final letter grade upon satisfactory revision (which may include 
multiple revisions).  
 
This grading system takes the focus away from grades/scores, is less subjective and, thus, fairer to 
you. Instead, the focus is on the tasks that we need to accomplish together in this class. While it 
may seem a strange system for you at the outset, most students eventually find freedom from 
stress and worry because they know they may revise should they (unintentionally) not meet the 
expectation on a paper. An added reward is that if you excel on the first try, you need not revise. 
However, a word of caution—doing so is challenging because the standard for excellence is set high 
and is intended to promote work about which you will be proud. 
 
IN THIS CLASS, MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS THAT EXCEL WILL RECEIVE AN “E” AND FULL “CREDIT”.  

In general, written and oral/group assignments that deserve to excel are those that take the 
material far beyond the basic requirements of the assignment. Excellent assignments are 
carefully written/planned; raise a number of questions about the material at hand; address 
the reading and/or research material as specifically as possible; seem comprehensive in 
their scope YET instead of addressing ALL materials, they find a specific angle, lens, or path 
through the material that imbue your written assignments and presentations with depth 
and critical insight. Excellent assignments and visual aids contain few to no spelling, 
mechanical, or grammatical errors. Excellent assignments always give proper credit to 
resources. 
 

IN THIS CLASS, MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS THAT DO NOT EXCEL WILL RECEIVE AN “R” AND ZERO CREDIT. 
TO RECEIVE CREDIT, YOU ARE EXPECTED TO REVISE. 
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In general, assignments that need improvement lack excellence, which means that the 
writer/speaker may have fulfilled the basic parameters of the assignment but did little more 
with the materials. These written or oral assignments often appear superficial in their 
approach to the materials; lack detail; or manifest a lack of attention to the reading 
assignments, production, or research. Often the assignment is missing a key point or issue or 
maintains a position without sufficient support or clarification. These assignments may or 
may not contain grammatical and spelling concerns and/or may or may not properly cite 
resources. Additionally, these assignments may or may not include plagiarism. 

 
ON DRAFTS: One of the most important parts of this course is learning to revise thoroughly and 
beyond simple edits. You should recognize that a first draft ALWAYS leaves room for improvement; 
however, you should still ALWAYS submit the best work you can in the present moment. On drafts, 
you will earn a score of either “E” or “R”, and feedback that includes a focus on organization, 
content development, purpose statements, and main ideas, in addition to mechanics and syntax. It 
is YOUR responsibility to seek feedback beyond the instructor’s thoughts in order to craft the best 
revision possible should you decide to revise. Keep in mind—ALL drafts are expected to be “FINAL 
DRAFTS” (in other words, you should have already revised on your own many times before handing 
in a “draft” to the instructor). 
 
ON REVISIONS: Your revisions should be significantly stronger than your drafts. You should focus 
not only on incorporating the instructor’s (or peers’) original notes but also on critiques you receive 
from the writing center, your family, friends, and other honors community members. Make sure 
you focus your revisions on altering not only editing changes but also on organization, content 
development, purpose statements, main ideas, and other areas of high order concern. Revisions 
may receive scores that “E” or “R” (again) regardless of the quality of the first draft. Remember that 
good writing occurs during the revision process and RARELY in the drafting process [Example: Dr. 
Ellison once revised a published essay 26 times]. With all revisions, you must include: a summary of 
how you addressed the instructor’s initial notes AND other help you sought; a description of how 
you incorporated these critiques; and a justification of why you feel you should “E” the assignment 
this time. Revision summaries will be approximately 250 words and should be formatted into the 
SAME document (at the start) as the revision itself. Please submit the original assignment and notes 
alongside the revision. 
 

Course Assessment Details 
All written assignments, presentations, and group projects are due on the date listed in the course 

calendar. 
 

This is just ONE example of how I ask students to consider the course outcomes consciously. It’s 
probably the most important example because self-assessment and critical reflection are key to 

making the revise/excel grading system function.  
 

Self-Assessments (full semester) 
Pre-Class Assessment: 
To provide a base-line for your main mid-and-final-self-assessments, spend some time reflecting 
about the course competencies (inquire, connect, transform, share, p. 6). What are your 
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strengths and weaknesses related to these competencies? What do you hope to improve upon in 
this class? What strengths do you have to share with others? How do you envision the 
Revise/Excel grading system and the series of required self-assessments contributing to your 
growth? 2.5 – 3 pages. Due: 9/8 by 11:59 p.m. 
 
Mid-Term Self-Assessment: 
Review the course competencies and learning outcomes for the class on page 6 of this syllabus—
what progress are you making toward achieving these outcomes? Are there things we might do 
differently to strengthen your progress? In addition, outline your productive failures thus far in 
this class, what you learned from them, and how these failures might influence your choices 
going forward, either in class or in daily life. 2.5 – 3 pages. Due: 10/29 by 11:59 p.m. 
 
Final Self-Assessment: 
Review the course competencies and learning outcomes for the class on page 6 of this syllabus—
what progress did you make toward achieving these outcomes? Review the initial and mid-term 
self-assessment documents. How have you grown as a scholar, author, speaker, or creative 
thinker? How could you use the concept of productive failure to continue growing in these areas 
beyond this class? Give yourself a final letter grade for the class and justify your score using 
evidence/examples. 3+ pages. Due: 12/10 by 11:59 p.m. 
   

 
In other assignments, I ask students to identify the competencies and learning outcomes the 
assignments engage with and then I ask them to create a paragraph to reflect on how their 
achievements on the assignment impacts their progress in the competency and outcome area.  
 
For my honors courses, I ask students to identify the outcomes themselves. For my other classes, I 
identify the outcomes for the students but I ask them to engage in a similar process of reflection. 
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Excerpted from BIOL 2360: “Genetics” Syllabus 
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Example from BIOL 3260 “Genetics” 
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Example of an outcomes and assessment table for a syllabus 
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Excerpted from BIOL 3930 “Pathology of Human Disease” weekly module 
 
 

Module 3 Objective and Instructions 
Topic:  Immune System 
Dates: September 14-20 
Description: This module will cover the basic organization and function of the immune system and 
compare innate and acquired immunity.   Discussion of hypersensitivities and immune disorders 
will help apply the concepts of the immune system. 
 
Module Learning Objectives (MLO): 
By the end of this module, students will be able to: 

• MLO1- Describe the function of the immune system. (CLO3, CLO5) 
• MLO2- Differentiate between innate and acquired immunity. (CLO 3) 
• MLO3- Compare the types of hypersensitivity. (CLO5) 
• MLO4- Analyze how immune dysfunction leads to disease. (CLO1, CLO 2, CLO5) 

 
To do List: 
Activities: 

1. Watch video 1 – Immune Cells and Innate Immunity (MLO 1, MLO3) 
2. Watch video 2 – Acquired Immunity (MLO3) 
3. Watch video 3 – Hypersensitivity of the Immune System (MLO3) 
4. Watch video 4 – Immunodeficiency Syndromes (MLO4) 
5. (Optional) – Read Chapter 5 in Robbin’s Pathology (MLO1-4) 

 
Assessments: 

1. FlipGrid Weekly Discussion (MLO1-4) 
o Instruction sheet on D2L 

 Initial Video 
• Post by Sep 18 

 Response Video 
• Post by Sep 22 

2. Quiz (MLO1-MLO4) 
o D2L 

 Due Sep 20 
 
 
Course Learning Outcomes (CLO):  
At the end of the semester, students will be able to: 

• CLO1- Identify the principles of pathology and how they relate to human disease. 
• CLO2- Compare anatomical structures between health and diseased organ systems and tissue. 
• CLO3- Analyze how cellular function influences disease processes. 
• CLO4- Evaluate treatment options for diseases. 
• CLO5- Describe how disruption of homeostasis of an organ system leads to disease. 
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Example from BIOL 1111 “Anatomy & Physiology I for Allied Health” 
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Excerpted from BIO 131 “Anatomy & Physiology II” hybrid section syllabus from Trocaire College 
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Using Outcomes to Address a Student Concern 

Example from HUM 1100: Human Culture and Ideas 
 
I was regularly getting feedback in my HUM 1100 class about the weekly annotated bibliography 
assignment being “busy work.”  
 
Upon reflection, I realized this problem one of framing the assignment as related to course 
outcomes. I assumed the students would recognize the use-value/purpose of the assignment as it 
related to the learning outcomes of the class. They did not. Once I clearly articulated how the 
assignment related to the outcomes of the class, the feedback did a 180. The assignment went 
from being perceived of as the least valuable to the most valuable aspect of the class. I changed 
nothing about the assignment itself, only the way I framed the assignment for the students. 
 
Here are the course competencies/outcomes as well as the before/after assignment description 
from the syllabus.  
 
COURSE COMPETENCIES: 
A course competency is an academic area in which I expect you will improve upon or strengthen 
during your time spent on required and supplementary readings and activities designed to help you 
learn. The four overarching competencies are: 

• Improve critical reading and analytical thinking skills 
• Develop academic writing & communication skills 
• Engage in creative thinking and problem-solving skills 
• Explore failure as a generative experience and take an academic “risk” 

 
LEARNING OUTCOMES: 
Learning outcomes in this class are based on Liberal Education Goal Areas 6 and 8. As an active 
participant in this course, students will: 

• Expand knowledge of the human condition and culture as represented in the arts 
• Explore how the arts and humanities influence our understandings of the world 
• Articulate an informed response to various artistic works and humanities texts 
• Explore empathy and compassion as ways to understand cultures different from your own 

 
BEFORE: Annotated Bibliography 

 
As you read, to prepare to write an annotation:  
1. Identify the THESIS. 
2. Identify the INTRODUCTION & CONCLUSION. 
3. Identify TOPIC SENTENCES. 
4. Create a visual map OR outline (whichever works for you) that incorporates all of these 

above components (1-3) alongside a brief snapshot of supporting evidence for each 
component. 

5. Identify to the side, any words you looked up and their definitions. 
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6. What is the purpose of the article? DID THE AUTHOR SUCCEED IN THE PURPOSE? 
7. Describe the tone of the article (the author’s voice). How does the tone/voice help or 

hinder the author in achieving his or her purpose? 
8. To which rhetorical approach does the author appeal (ethos, logos, or pathos)? And what is 

the significance of this appeal? 
9. What assumptions does the author make and how do those assumptions affect your 

understanding of his/her purpose? 
10. What questions remain after your final read? 
 
Write the annotation:  
1. Write an annotation for the bibliographic source. Annotations include 

a. Find and articulate the work’s thesis 
b. A two – three sentence summary of the work’s essential ideas in your own words 

(For summary guidelines, see Austin, “Summarizing” pp. 617) 
c. Your thorough evaluation of the source’s main ideas, arguments, rhetorical 

approach. Analyze how the source is organized and why the organizational 
approach is important (see Austin, “Identifying Patterns,” pp. 612 – 614). Use the 
above questions and the “Annotating” section of your textbook (Austin, 608 – 611). 

d. To annotate visual texts, see Austin, “Reading Visual Texts” (614 -616) to guide your 
annotation. 

2. Consult the MLA Style Guide or Purdue OWL Online MLA Style Guide (links on D2L in 
“Supplementary Materials”) to familiarize yourself with the general guidelines used to 
create a “Works Cited” page as well as the specific guidelines for parenthetical citations 
within your writing. 

3. Write the specific citation that accompanies your annotation. 
4. PARTICULARS: 

a. 150 - 200 words PER annotation 
b. Double-spaced 
c. Alphabetize 

 
 

AFTER: Annotated Bibliography 
[I simply added this statement to the top of the assignment page.] 

 
Why do we annotate? When we think about the weekly annotations as a tool to help you think 
through the course material, we see that they are integral to helping us to expand our knowledge 
of the human condition. As your annotations gain complexity, you’ll begin to integrate your own 
thoughts and perspectives into the assignment, which will help you explore how the arts and 
humanities influence your understanding of the world. Annotating regularly will help you to 
develop your writing and academic communication skills. At the end of the semester, the 
combined and revised annotated bibliography represents your informed response to the various 
artistic works and humanities texts we engage with over the course of the semester.  
 
Contact:  
Season Ellison (season.ellison@bemidjistate.edu) 

mailto:season.ellison@bemidjistate.edu
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