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Outi: Welcome to this podcast related to Digivision 2025 training offering. This time we will talk about how competence descriptions for educational offering can be written as well as possible. 
We are currently working on a reform of continuous learning, the aims of which include that everyone can update their competence proactively and that everyone will have the knowledge, skills and competence needed for employment and a meaningful life. To promote continuous learning, we are building a national Opin.fi service, in which higher education institutions’ diverse educational offering will be made available to continuous learners as online studies.  Consequently, the continuous learner’s perspective is key to describing competence. Rather than necessarily aiming to complete a degree, for example, they may be interested in supplementing their competence, possibly in smaller steps. We also start from the idea that the principles of describing competence in higher education institutions could be harmonised. We will talk about why harmonisation would be justified.  
This podcast continues on a previous one titled Basic information about the competence-based approach, but it also works as an independent episode on promoting description of competence. 
Our discussion today has two participants. Both of us work on a partial implementation of Digivision’s training offering. My name is Outi Wallin, I come from Tampere University of Applied Sciences and I work with continuous learning. Annina: I am Annina Kainu from Åbo Akademi University's Centre of Lifelong Learning. 
 
Question 1 Annina: Let's start with the harmonisation of competence descriptions. What is it all about? 
Answer 1 Outi: 
Higher education institutions follow curricula that are underpinned by the competence-based approach. The study modules and courses of these curricula usually comprise the learning outcomes, contents and assessment criteria of competence. The learning outcomes, contents, implementation methods and assessment are combined into a coherent and constructively aligned pedagogical whole in which the elements support each other and the learner is put at the centre.  Consequently, the learning outcomes and their descriptions influence the planning and delivery of teaching as well as the pedagogical solutions. They also guide learners' learning and studies.  
The curricula are generally drawn up for students participating in degree education, whereas a continuous learner may only take a part of a degree appropriate for them that is offered as open studies, for example. Addressing continuous learners’ perspective in the competence description is important because they are a heterogenous group with their own motives, needs and capabilities for studying. Some learners clearly wish to develop their competence in the context of a certain topic. There are also goal-oriented learners who intend to complete a programme, including those changing careers, and also learners looking for a new direction who are interested in small competence modules. 
For a number of different reasons, attention should be paid to describing competence and harmonising the descriptions. More harmonised competence descriptions will bring added value to all actors: education organisations, working life and continuous learners. 
When competence descriptions in higher education institutions are harmonised and clear, it is easier for a continuous learner to identify and verbalise their competence and gaps in it. For instance, while persons in generalist fields may have extensive competence needed in working life, showcasing it is experienced as challenging.  
Commensurate competence descriptions enable more reliable comparisons of studies and make it easier to assess educational offering. This will make it more straightforward for learners to put the package they want and need together from higher education institutions’ offering. When there is a solid foundation for individual planning of studies, it is more likely that overlaps and studies at the wrong level can be avoided. A continuous learner can make choices and find studies that are appropriate specifically for them. This may even reduce continuous learners’ disappointment about studies that did not meet their expectations. It will also result in more streamlined recognition of prior and current learning. This will additionally save the teachers’ resources. 
Overall, harmonised competence descriptions may motivate learners if the information is easy to understand and clearly visible. This will promote continuous and cumulative learning. 
Annina: From higher education institutions’ perspective, harmonisation of competence descriptions is an economic activity in the sense that courses in the curricula can be offered to continuous learners. This also means cooperation between higher education institutions. The competence-based approach is the starting point of curriculum work, but a Digivision preliminary study conducted last autumn found that we at higher education institutions do not necessarily define or use the concepts in the same way. Co-planning can help lay the foundation for a shared understanding of describing competence and basing descriptions on agreed classifications. We are already using Arene’s recommendations, field-specific competences and the EQF and NQF classifications, for example. The EU-level ESCO classification is also interesting. Common national policies provide tools for the recognition of prior learning and stackable studies as well as facilitate cross-institutional studies. This promotes consistent quality and accessibility.  
From the perspective of working life, the competence description information is not compatible with the competence classifications used in the labour market, and the higher education institutions’ pedagogical language may feel unfamiliar. Harmonisation would help the labour market understand and assess learner’s competence and the education they receive. Together we can plan structures and systems that promote our ability to identify competence and anticipate future competence needs. Such tools as digitalisation and AI can be used to do this. For example, they can help to identify the individual’s, organisation’s and society's needs in a new way. 
 
Comment by Outi: The surveys and discussions conducted in the Digivision project indicate that the higher education institutions have clearly identified this need for harmonisation. 
Question 2 Outi: We have now discussed harmonisation of competence. What about good descriptions of competence? What do they involve? 
Answer 2 Annina:  
Let’s start from the fact that describing competence means defining accurately the required knowledge, skills and attitudes, in other words competence. In constructive alignment of education, the outcomes and methods of learning as well as assessment methods are aligned and support each other. The learning outcomes must be planned and described in a way that makes it possible to test or measure them in one way or another. This helps learners understand what they should know and how their competence will be assessed. 
We should also stress that the learning outcomes express what the learner will know after completing the course. They describe the level of the knowledge, skills or activities the learner will learn and make it possible for the teacher to assess the attainment of the learning outcomes. 
It is vital that the competence description tells someone outside the higher education institution if the competence is new and necessary for them. The description must be easy for the learner and also working life representatives to understand. From the working life perspective, the learning outcomes must be concrete and applicable skills.  Attention should be paid to the language used, and language that can be understood generally is better than concepts used internally in the higher education field. 
We could now discuss abstract versus concrete descriptions of competence. This may be regarded as something of a challenge for higher education actors.  The goals of the studies must endure time and be defined loosely enough to accommodate changes and new research findings in the implementation method of the studies, and also for the learner to set their personal learning goals. This is why the learning outcomes must be open enough to leave room for course development.  
At the same time, the learning outcomes must be concrete enough to give the learner an idea of what they will be able to do professionally once they have completed the studies. They should also make working life aware of what knowledge and skills the worker will have after finishing the studies.  
It is even advisable to pay attention to the name of the course or study unit. For example: if I already know how to manage by knowledge but I need more competence in how AI promotes management by knowledge, it is a good idea to incorporate AI in the name of the course. The principles of learning design should be applied to describing competence, which draws attention to user focus and putting the learner's needs at the centre. 
Outi: Higher education institutions do have guidelines for competence-based curricula and competence descriptions. We are already accustomed to giving thought to the verbs we should use to describe competence. However, you can start designing learning outcomes by asking what you expect the learners to know after taking the course or having the instruction. Is it knowledge or a skill they need to learn, or does the course support the growth of the learner’s identity? What is the level of competence the learner will reach after the studies? When describing competence, you should account for the learner's initial level and define which preliminary knowledge or skills the learner should have before attaining the goal. 
 
The learning outcomes can be described in detail, using clear language. Professional pedagogical jargon may be complex and obtuse. You usually start with the phrase ‘The learner is able to’ and then continue with an active verb, such as compare, justify, explain, classify, analyse, plan, apply, carry out, calculate, report, assess etc. The list of verbs in Bloom’s taxonomy can be useful in this. When describing competence, you should avoid vague verbs open to interpretation, including understand, comprehend, know, master, lead, identify or familiarise oneself. While these verbs are associated with learning, recognising the targeted competence level or assessing the achievement of outcomes on their basis is difficult.  Drawing up clear competence descriptions can be facilitated by thinking of concrete examples of how the competence can be applied in practice. Writing down assessment criteria is part of this task, as they are used to measure competence. 
Descriptions of competence are underpinned by the competence-based approach, which is why you should also pay attention to the social and contextual nature of learning. This means that learning is described as something action-based that can be observed. The party delivering teaching can then use digital pedagogy solutions with interactive aspects.   
 
With the forthcoming Opin.fi service in mind, it is a good idea to think about using KEYWORDS. They are words that the learner can be expected to use when searching for studies that meet their needs.  
 
As a summary based on curriculum coordinators’ responses, we can say that the BASIC PRINCIPLES of good competence descriptions are fairly uniform in the higher education institutions. A good competence description is: 
· active – it describes what learners are able to do 
· attractive – learners want to achieve it 
· understandable – learners and working life know what it means 
· fit for purpose – the described competence is relevant to the learner's goals and career plans 
· visible and accessible – in the study guide and online in the Opin.fi service 
· possible to assess – goal achievement can be measured and demonstrated 
 
 
 
Question 3 Outi: We have been through some of the basic principles of describing competence. We now need to take a closer look at some special features. 
Answer 3 Annina: 
Let’s first look at the recognition of prior learning. 
The identification and recognition of prior learning mean that a learner does not have to relearn something they already know, and they can demonstrate their competence and move on to something new. Continuous learners are a heterogenous group, and many of them have plenty of prior learning. It would be unmotivating and in no way resource smart to make them all learn the same things. Well-written learning outcomes tell the learner which studies would be the most suitable and useful for them, in other words give them the best chance of acquiring competence that they need and that is new to them. Consequently, they guide the learner in both finding suitable studies and in achieving the best possible learning results in the studies. Recognition of prior learning is only possible if the learning outcomes have been designed based on competence, because otherwise the competence the outcomes contain would remain unclear. To ensure smooth and straightforward recognition of prior learning that would also minimise the required teacher's resources, the verbalisation of competence in the learning outcomes must be clear and comprehensible to the continuous learner. Rather than just enabling the teacher to test the learner’s knowledge, for instance, the description enables the learner to plan how they can demonstrate and verbalise their competence.  
As verbalising your competence is not easy and it can by no means be taken for granted that learners know how to do this, the studies should also offer an opportunity to practise it. 
Outi: Assessment 
In competence-based learning, assessment goes on throughout the studies. It is important for the learner to know what competence they are expected to achieve and how their competence will be assessed. In other words, rather than focusing on whether or not the learner has completed a step acceptably, assessment looks at the competence that the learner has demonstrated. The learner’s competence is compared to the learning outcomes and not, for example, to what other learners know.  This is why, when verbalising competence, you must ensure that it can be assessed and that the assessment is specific, fair and aimed at guiding learning.  
We must assess the competence verbalised in the learning outcomes. This means that assessment must be apposite, relevant and comprehensive. The learner must be able to see how the assessment criteria correspond to the learning outcomes of the studies. All learning outcomes must be assessed, and nothing else. You should consequently avoid learning outcomes that are too general and extensive or vague. We talked earlier about the kinds of concepts and verbs that should be used to make assessing competence possible in general. 
We should recognise the fact that in many cases, assessment strongly determines the learners’ actions. Learners can easily interpret assessment as guidelines on how they should study. The assessment criteria kind of take over from the learning outcomes. Rather than seeing this as a bad thing, skilful design of assessment should be harnessed to guide studying and learning. 
Assessment must be predictable, transparent and meaningful, avoiding a situation where learners do things at the end of the course exclusively for the purposes of assessment. Well-designed assessment is part of the learning process. The importance of this is stressed when the target group is continuous learners, as they do not necessarily have a particular interest in being assessed. In this case, they may drop out of a course or studies if they find that completing them is not meaningful for them. This means that the assessment's function of guiding learning may also go unused. On the other hand, assessment that takes place continuously during the studies as part of learning increases the likelihood of learners completing the studies. To make this possible, the description of the learning outcomes must be so exhaustive that everything learners do during the studies can be justified with it. 
You should not forget about the importance of assessment and self-assessment for motivating learners. When a learner's competence is assessed, either by the teachers, their peers or themselves, they realise what they know and what new competence they have acquired. This encourages learners to continue studying and helps them see what they should and could learn next. This is why learning outcomes should be drawn up that are as easily comprehensible as possible and also enable self-assessment.  
Annina:  Smooth coordination and stacking of courses within and between higher education institutions is a goal that enables meaningful learning and is central for all learners. How is this addressed in competence-based learning outcomes? 
Let’s first take a quick look at what stacking means. 
The general rules adopted for the Opin.fi service in September 2023 verbalise stacking and the principle of modularity as follows: ‘As part of their curriculum cooperation, higher education institutions develop educational content for the services. Learners can use this content to build themselves study units across the boundaries of higher education institutions.’  
In practice, this means commensurate verbalisation of the educational contents and their learning outcomes, making it possible to combine them. Learners can combine them vertically and advance their competence, kind of stacking new competence on top of their existing knowledge and skills. Alternatively, horizontal combinations allow learners to expand their competence into new areas, stack new competence beside their existing knowledge and skills.  
This makes it possible for learners to find and combine study implementations that suit them from different higher education institutions, creating flexibility that is particularly necessary for continuous learners and improves accessibility for everyone.   
Outi: Stacking, of course, is a normal practice within a degree programme. The courses contained in a certain degree programme of a higher education institution are designed ensuring that their learning outcomes are aligned with the degree programme’s learning outcomes. The learner knows that the degree programme as a whole consists of the courses, and they can trust that once they have passed the required courses, they will have achieved the learning outcomes of the degree programme.  
Annina: As we also want to make stacking of competence and appropriate learning possible for learners who pick courses from different degree programmes and higher education institutions, the preliminary knowledge learners need, the learning outcomes and assessment criteria of the course, and the possibilities for further studies must be planned and described with this in mind. Combining studies in ways that are fit for continuous learners’ purposes must be possible.  
Verbalising the level of competence and any recommended order in which the courses should be taken makes stacking easier. As we noted before, it is essential to tell learners what they must know before the course, enabling the learner to choose a course whose level is suitable for them. The competence acquired in the course and its level, on the other hand, tell the learner if they can expect to gain the competence they need and if the competence offered by the course is of interest for them.  
A few words about the challenges of stacking. In particular, any competence gaps between courses hampers stacking, in other words if a course does not deliver the knowledge and skills the learner needs for the next course. Or if the learner’s competence remains inadequate, in other words if the selected courses as a whole do not cover the learning outcomes that the education provider or the learner themselves have set. If there is a great deal of duplication between the learning outcomes, learning becomes inefficient, the learner ends up working unnecessarily on something they have already learned or are not interested in learning, and the learner’s motivation may be rather low. However, duplication does not actually prevent the stacking or overlapping of studies. And further, if the learning outcomes have been verbalised unclearly or inaccurately or they are not competence based, in the worst case the type of competence that has been acquired may even remain unclear. In this situation, stacking is also not particularly meaningful or even possible. 
The ease or difficulty of stacking studies also depends on how ‘standardised’ studies we are talking about. In some professions the required competence is strictly regulated, in which case we can expect to see many similarities in the education contents and structure between different educational institutions. This naturally makes stacking easier, even between higher education institutions, as the learner can find directly courses that contain the same competence.  
In studies whose content is not quite so strictly regulated, comparing competence may be much more challenging. In this case, it is even more important that the competence to be acquired (and any knowledge and skills learners need to have before the course) has been described as accurately and correctly as possible.  
The possibilities of stacking the studies of a learner who is completing an entire degree programme or degree are limited by the learning outcomes of the programme. A continuous learner has more freedom in selecting, stacking or combining precisely the type of learning modules whose competence they have found they need. 
To ensure that finding correspondences and recognising opportunities for stacking would not create an unreasonable workload for teachers and study advisors, it is important that learners themselves also practise identifying their competence, describing it to a high standard and accurately, and comparing the competence produced by a course to their competence. 
Outi: Working life and learning outcomes: 
The perspective of working life and the continuous learner: learning outcomes must be verbalised in a way that working life representatives can understand. This may simply be about using vocabulary that they are familiar with. A good competence-based learning outcome for a continuous learner tells what the learner will be able to do in their work after the studies. What new things will be possible? This motivates the learner and makes the benefits of studying visible for both the learner and their potential employer. 
The content of the learning outcomes should also be relevant for working life, containing competence that is needed in working life and by a continuous learner. It is consequently important to realise that verbalising the learning outcomes comprehensibly is not enough to take the continuous learner into consideration, as for this, competence that interest the continuous learner and is relevant for them in working life is also required. 
Rather than always being able to spend unlimited amounts of time on studying, a continuous learner may only spend enough time to gain the competence they need. This is what the competence-based approach makes possible: learners need not study again something that they already know, and they can instead demonstrate their prior learning in a manner that is compatible with the content of the studies. On the other hand, they can focus on supplementing precisely those parts of their competence that have gaps. 
Conclusion Outi: We have discussed a surprising number of issues.  What would we like to highlight? 
Annina: As we said before, competence-based learning outcomes that are good for the continuous learner are equally necessary and useful for degree students. Degree students also often wish to know what they will be able to do in working life after taking a certain course, and how they can use their learning in their future profession. And the content of the competence described in the learning outcomes being essential and necessary in working life is certainly also something every degree student also hopes. 
Consequently, designing competence-based learning outcomes to a high standard should not be only thought of as taking the continuous learner into consideration, as they serve all learners. 
Outi: Commensurate competence descriptions enable more reliable comparisons of studies and make it easier to assess educational offering. This will make it more straightforward for learners to put the package they want and need together from higher education institutions’ offering. However, you can start designing learning outcomes by asking what you expect the learners to know after taking the course or having the instruction. Is it knowledge or a skill they need to learn, or does the course support the growth of the learner’s identity? What is the level of competence the learner will reach after the studies? 
And when you additionally take assessment, recognition of prior learning and stacking of studies into account, you will end up with a good, clear and informative end result. 
Thank you for your discussion today!  

