
R
u

ra
l 

E
m

p
lo

y
e

r 
E

n
g

a
g

e
m

e
n

t 
D

e
v
e

lo
p

m
e

n
t 

N
e

tw
o

rk
 

www.reednet.org 

Transforming Rural Education 

 
Additional guidance for the creation 
of module descriptor forms.  
 

This guide is intended to help module authors to create or 

update a module descriptor form for employer engagement 
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Introduction 

Learning outcomes, approaches to learning and teaching and assess-
ment  underpin a module‘s design.  It is important that when designing a 
module these three elements are considered in detail.  The three ele-
ments need to work together to enable a cohesive learning experience.  
This guide outlines some of the points to consider when designing a 
module.  
 

The central role of the learning outcome  

Learning outcomes are statements that describe essential learning 
that learners  can demonstrate at the end of a module.   
 
Learning outcomes are the central to module design. The process 
of forming learning outcomes is considered in more detail later, 
from page  7. 
  

 

What is alignment? 

Constructive Alignment is a term coined by John Biggs (1999). The prin-

ciple underpins requirements for programme and module specifications, 

with an emphasis on  ensuring that learning outcomes can be developed 

by assessment tasks and associated criteria. 

―The basic premise of the whole system is that the curriculum is 

designed so that the learning activities and assessment tasks are 

aligned with the learning outcomes that are intended in the course. 

This means that the system is consistent.  

We must have a clear idea of what we want students to be able to 

do at the end of a unit of study, and communicate these intended 

learning outcomes to students so they can at least share in the re-

sponsibility of achieving them. However, we know that students will 

inevitably tend to look at the assessment and structure their learn-

ing activities, as far as they are able, to optimise their assessment 

performance. We must therefore make sure that the assessment 

very obviously does test the learning outcomes we want students 
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to achieve, that, by being strategic optimisers of their assessment 

performance, students will actually be working to achieve the in-

tended learning outcomes. In other words, the ILOs, the learning 

activities and the assessment must all be aligned.‖   

(Houghton, 2004 p.27) 

How do I achieve constructive alignment?  

It may be useful to use a planning matrix in the design process. This 

planning grid is not for use on the module descriptor form, but it is a use-

ful ‗behind the scenes‘ tool to visualize how learning outcomes line up 

with the teaching and learning approaches and with assessment.  Where 

the module is being designed for a programme a further level of align-

ment will be needed between the module learning outcomes  and the 

award outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

Constructive alignment: The greater the 

overlap  between the three elements,  the 

more likely that learning will take place. 
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When translating ideas in to a module design the following questions 

may be considered:  

Will the teaching and learning approaches proposed really enable 

the participant to meet the learning outcomes?  For example if the 

learning outcome requires a competence to be demonstrated, does 

the teaching strategy facilitate the development of the skill and al-

low scope for the participant to practise it.  

Do your assessment strategies allow participants to show that they 

have met the intended learning outcome? For example, if a learn-

ing outcome requires a participant to ‖explain‖, does the assess-

ment give the opportunity for them to actually explain? 

Are several teaching and learning approaches needed to 

strengthen the learning experience and learner success rates? 

Does your proposed strategy assist learners who learn in different 

ways? For example does your learning and teaching strategy in-

clude opportunities for discussion as well as for listening? 

Could technology be used to add value to learning and teaching 

provision? In addition to providing resources online, you may con-

sider how scheduled discussions or the use of different tools may 

add value. 

For learners  in the workplace, particularly consider:  

Are your assessment strategies suitable for the working patterns 

and practices of participants?  

For example, for the intended participant group:  

Are incremental  portfolio approaches more manageable than exams 

which involve on-site attendance?  

Could the creation of  a series of small assessment products be more in 

tune with existing work practices, compared to, say, a single essay or 

exam?  
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Are your assessment strategies going to satisfy or add value for 

employers?  Will the completed assessment be of use to them?  

The format of assessment can, when carefully considered and discussed 

with employers, assist employees in developing relevant skills for the 

workplace.  

 

Rarely will the three elements (intended learning outcomes, teach-

ing and learning strategy and assessment) fit neatly together at the 

first stage. It is likely to take a number of revisions and some dis-

cussion with colleagues.   

 

 

 

If an employer wishes to promote additional skills in information report-

ing or presentation, alongside the main themes of a module, consider 

whether the assessment can be adapted to meet this requirement.   

For an employer who wishes to develop formal report writing skills 

alongside specific areas of knowledge within tenancy law, an as-

sessment could be steered to forming a series of written reports.  

For an employer who wishes to develop ‘an eye for observing in 

the field‘ as well as theoretical knowledge of crop management , 

consider the use of annotated photographic field-work journals.  

For an employer who wants staff to develop presentation skills, 

consider the production of a presentation (slides and voice-overs) 

or a video of an actual presentation to colleagues or peers, or an 

in-depth information poster.  
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Forming intended learning outcomes  

 
Recent developments in higher education have meant a move to out-
comes based education. Courses are defined by what a learner can do 
upon completion rather than by  what content a lecturer or tutor can 
teach (an input based approach).  

 

The intended learning outcomes specify what a student must be able to 

demonstrate in order to achieve a pass in the module.   

Learning outcomes should be written in the future tense.  

 It may help to introduce your learning outcomes with the phrase 

 „By the end of this module students will be able to: ….„ 

 Or  

 „At the end of this module/course you should be able to:….‟ 

Learning outcomes set the threshold level of achievement for the 

module. Learners may well exceed them, 

Typically, for a 15 credit module, there would be 4-6 outcomes; for 

a five credit module there would be 1-2  outcomes.  

There are three key inclusions in any learning outcome:   

Learning outcomes should refer to a context. (see page 8)  

Learning outcomes must reflect the assigned level of learning (see 

page 8). 

Learning outcomes must refer  to a behaviour which can be dem-

onstrated (see page 11). 
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Context 

Intended learning outcomes should be expressed in a way that is mean-

ingful to students and align with their academic and professional aspira-

tions, and help provide relevant context.  It is more realistic to ask stu-

dents to: ―Prepare a business plan for a new rural enterprise,‖ than it is to 

ask them to: ―Synthesise aspects of business organisation, finance and 

marketing‖. 

Where a group of participants have varied professional background refer 

to ‗their  sector‖ or ―your organisation‖  

Level 

The level of credit is based on the relative complexity of knowledge, ex-

tent of student autonomy and the use that is to be made of the knowl-

edge (including understanding, application, analysis, evaluation and syn-

thesis). To establish the level at which a module is pitched a number of 

sources may be consulted. 

First,  see the appropriate section of the academic quality assurance 

documentation. For example, the generic outcomes for all award levels 

(see section 4.3.2 of the Harper Adams Academic Quality Assurance 

Examples of context within learning outcomes are underlined here. 

By the end of this module participants will be able to :  

Describe key leadership roles in their sector. 

Identify essential requirements for the growth of successful potato 

crops. 

Describe a range of common behavioural disorders that occur in 

companion animals. 

Construct a brand identity and plan a marketing strategy for a new 

business initiative. 

Describe and evaluate the impact of routine staff interactions 

within a horse yard.  
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Manual or Section 1, Paragraph 6 of the Royal Agricultural College 

Teaching Quality Handbook) at each of levels 3 – 7 provide a reference 

point for establishing the level at which module specific learning out-

comes should be presented.   

A  second useful reference point for establishing levels at Harper Adams 

and the Royal Agricultural College could be The England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland combined credit consortium credit level descriptors 

(below).  

Level 4 ï Develop a rigorous approach to the acquisition of a broad knowledge 

base; employ a range of specialist skills; evaluate information using it to plan and 

develop investigative strategies and to determine solutions to a variety of unpre-

dictable problems; and operate in a range of varied and specific contexts, taking 

responsibility for the nature and quality of outputs. 

Level 5 ï generate ideas through the analysis of concepts at an abstract level, 

with a command of specialised skills and the formulation of responses to well de-

fined and abstract problems; analyse and evaluate information; exercise significant 

judgement across a broad range of functions; and accept responsibility for deter-

mining and achieving personal and/or group outcomes. 

Level 6 ï critically review, consolidate and extend a systematic and coherent body 

of knowledge, utilizing specialised skills across an area of study; critically evaluate 

new concepts and evidence from a range of sources; transfer and apply diagnostic 

and creative skills and exercise significant judgement in a range of situations; and 

accept accountability for determining and achieving personal and/or group out-

comes. 

Level 7 ï display mastery of a complex and specialised area of knowledge and 

skills, employing advanced skills to conduct research, or advanced technical or 

professional activity, accepting accountability for related decision making including 

use of supervision.  

 

Thirdly, there is another interpretation of the FHEQ (lThe framework for 

higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland) 

levels, the so called  ‗Dublin Descriptors‘ (under adoption within the Euro-

pean Higher Education Area), these are shown over the page and may 

be a useful point of reference in determining levels.  
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Dublin Descriptors for establishing the level of credits 

 

  Level 5 Level 6 Level 7 

Knowledge and 

understanding 
is in a field of study 
that builds upon 
general secondary 
education and is 
typically at a level 
supported by ad-
vanced textbooks 

[that is] supported by 
advanced textbooks 
[with] some aspects 
informed by knowl-
edge at the forefront 
of their field of 
study… 

provides a basis or 
opportunity for origi-
nality in developing 
or applying ideas…
often in a research 
context. 

Application of 
knowledge and 

understanding 

often in occupa-
tional context 

[through] devising 
and sustaining argu-
ments… 

[through] problem 
solving abilities in 
new or unfamiliar 
environments within 
broader (or multidis-
ciplinary) context. 

Ability to make 

judgements 

  

to identify and use 
data to formulate 
responses to well-
defined concrete 
and abstract prob-
lems 

[through] gathering 
and interpreting rele-
vant data… 

the ability to inte-
grate knowledge 
and handle com-
plexity, and formu-
late judgments with 
incomplete data. 

Ability to com-

municate 
their understanding, 
skills and activities, 
with peers, supervi-
sors and clients. 

information, ideas, 
problems and solu-
tions. 

their conclusions 
and the underpin-
ning knowledge and 
rationale to special-
ist and non-
specialist audi-
ences. 

Learning skills to undertake further 
studies with some 
autonomy 

needed to study 
further with a high 
level of autonomy… 

to study in a man-
ner that may be 
largely self-directed 
or autonomous. 
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Behaviour  

Learning outcomes should also indicate the active behaviour that the stu-

dent should demonstrate at this level. ‗Knowing‘ or ‗understanding‘ etc 

are passive behaviours which can only be demonstrated by the student 

doing something.  To make intended learning outcomes meaningful to 

students, they should be expressed through active behaviour. Here are 

some key words to help articulate  active behaviours, adapted from Gos-

ling & Moon (2001).  

Activity which requires evidence of knowing: Define, describe, iden-

tify, label, list, outline, reproduce, recall, select, state, present, name, ex-

tract, organise, recount, write, recognise, measure, underline, repeat, 

relate, match. 

Activity which requires evidence of understanding: Interpret, trans-

late, estimate, justify, convert, clarify, defend, distinguish, explain, ex-

tend, generalise, exemplify, give examples of, infer, paraphrase, predict, 

rewrite, summarise, discuss, perform, report, present, restate, identify, 

illustrate, indicate, find, select, represent, formulate, judge, contrast, 

translate, classify, express, compare. 

Activity which requires evidence of application: Apply, solve, con-

struct, change, compute, discover, manipulate, modify, operate, predict, 

prepare, produce, relate, show, use, give examples, exemplify, draw 

(up), select, explain how, find, choose, assess, practice, operate, illus-

trate, verify. 

Activity which requires evidence of analysis: Recognise, distinguish 

between, analyse, break down, differentiate, identify, illustrate how, infer, 

outline, point out, relate, select, separate, divide, subdivide, compare, 

contrast, resolve, devote, examine, conclude, criticise, question, diag-

nose, identify, categorise, point out, elucidate. 

Activity which requires evidence of synthesis: Propose, present, 

structure, integrate, formulate, teach, develop, combine, compile, com-

pose, create, devise, design, generate, modify, organise, plan, re-

arrange, reconstruct, relate, re-organise, revise, write, generalise, précis, 
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derive, conclude, build up, engender, synthesise, put together, suggest, 

enlarge. 

Activity which requires evidence of evaluation: Judge, appraise, as-

sess, conclude, compare, contrast, criticise, discriminate, justify, defend, 

evaluate, rate, determine, choose, value, question. 

 
Take an overview of the module‘s learning outcomes to ensure that 
there is some variety in the types of behaviours that are to be de-
veloped i.e. that the action words draw from across the different 
above groupings.  
 

 

Learning and Teaching Strategy 

There should be a clear route for participants to achieve the award out-

comes using a variety of teaching and learning approaches. Teaching 

and learning strategies need to be described.  

The QAA  (Quality Assurance Agency) offers some useful advice on how 

teaching strategies may support different types of learning (summarized 

below):  

"Knowledge and understanding of a subject is often developed 

through lectures and seminars and by assignment or project 

work. Knowledge and understanding is often assessed through 

unseen written examinations, but most if not all assessment 

methods will require some demonstration of knowledge and un-

derstanding 

'If participants are to learn desired outcomes in a reasonably effective 

manner, then the teacher's fundamental task is to get participants to en-

gage in learning activities that are likely to result in their achieving those 

outcomes' (Shuell, 1986, p. 429)  
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Intellectual skills such as analysis, synthesis, evaluation, and 

problem solving may be practised and demonstrated through 

more active learning processes involving assignments or projects, 

group-learning activity such as a seminar or tutorial, laboratory, 

workshop, or field-based activity. Assessment of intellectual skills 

can utilise unseen written examinations or problem-based exer-

cises. Independent project work or research dissertations are typi-

cally used to demonstrate capability in a range of intellectual skills 

linked to specialist knowledge, understanding and practical skills 

Practical skills need to be developed through opportunities to 

practise the activity in an appropriate learning context (e.g. in 

laboratory, field, or workplace placement). Workbooks or guid-

ance manuals may also be used to support learning. Assessment 

of competence in exercising a practical skill must involve practical 

demonstration of it, as opposed to talking about it in an exam. 

Transferable/key skills, that are readily transferable to employ-

ment and other contexts, such as communication, teamwork etc 

can be developed through naturally arising opportunities within 

the curriculum. For example, written communication skills can be 

developed and assessed through essays or dissertations; oral 

communication skills through presentations in seminars; or team 

working skills through collaborative projects. Skills may be devel-

oped also through extra-curricular activities including work experi-

ence, participant representative work, and social and cultural ac-

tivities‖ (QAA, 2009). 

 

“Information can be communicated, in large amounts, in books and arti-

cles, or downloaded to our computers. But it‟s not knowledge till we do 

things with it… apply it, extend it, interrogate it, analyse it, disagree with 

it, compare and contrast it, and so on” (Race, 2009, p9.). 
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In addition to traditional methods of teaching and learning (lectures, 

seminars, workbooks and tutorials) please consider the value that can 

be added to the programme by the inclusion of opportunities to reflect 

upon knowledge and learning, to use and apply skills within the work-

place and to discuss and to discover.  

Examples of such approaches could include:   

Action research projects where participants identify an area within 

their practice that would benefit from improvement, then using their 

existing knowledge extended by research and understanding they 

formulate an action to implement in their work place. Through sys-

tematic approaches the intervention is then evaluated and further 

steps for improvement and development can be formulated. Con-

sider that an action research project could be used as both a way 

of learning and as the final assessment product. 

An example of action research being used as an approach to learn-

ing and as  foundation for assessment 

A group of learners, who are working in a customer facing role, are 

seeking to develop their knowledge and skills in managing customer  

relationships. The individuals and their employer are keen to use their 

emerging knowledge to improve their actual practice. 

 Learning outcomes  are developed such that activities in the workplace 

are  the main vehicle for learning with additional support offered through 

resources and workshops.  The learning outcomes are created to follow 

the action research journey find out—plan—change—evaluate—re-plan. 

1. Identify a range of ways in which customer relationships can be 

improved in their sector. [Find out] 

2. Plan and apply a new technique to improve customer relationships 

in their workplace [Make a plan and then make a change to prac-

tice]. 
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Online tutor led discussions, for example, about how new knowl-

edge affects practice, or on the complex issues around the applica-

tion of knowledge. 

The presentation of authentic problem based scenarios for resolu-

tion through the formation of strategies or approaches. Problem 

solving exercises can be done individually or in groups, face to face 

or online.  

Reflective journal writing supported perhaps by signposting of top-

ics to be addressed and guidance on reflective writing. 

The use of tutor and/or industry expert online question and answer 

sessions.  

Attendance at events held across the REEDNet network or which 

may be available through professional bodies. 

Peer led discussion (online) or learning set discussions.  

3. Evaluate an approach to customer relationships in their workplace 

[Evaluate  the impact and effectiveness of plan],    

4. Produce a plan for improved customer relationships in their work-

place [Re-plan and disseminate knowledge within the workplace].  

The assessment then becomes a project report showing the unfolding 

research journey. First showing the planning which includes engage-

ment with literature and professional publications as well as engagement 

with other practitioners. Then a report or evidence on the implementa-

tion of an intervention. An evaluation which could include data collection 

and an impact report, and then an informed plan for further development 

of the new practices.   
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Reflection upon and discussion of, the achievement of competen-

cies and standards. 

Online or face-to-face skills workshops (for example on data analy-

sis or evaluation).  

Online field trips (utilize existing high quality web content, by sign-

posting learners through resources and hosting key discussions).  

Role play debate whereby key issues are explored as participants 

assume roles from within and from outside their sector. This may 

be done very successfully online (asynchronously) as participants 

have time to undertake research to inform their contributions.  

Online, facilitated peer review activities.  

It may add value for employers, if you create learning and teaching 

strategies which reinforce employer requirements regarding transferable 

skills. For example, an employer seeking to develop ICT competence 

alongside specific knowledge may benefit from a stronger online ele-

ment. Where an employer is seeking to develop team-working, action 

learning may be a preferred strategy to add value to programme.  Con-

sider how modes of teaching may further help to meet employer needs.  

Assessment  

Assessment is an opportunity for learning and need not be seen as a bolt

-on activity simply to measure achievement. Wherever possible it is good 

practice to integrate assessment into the learning experience such that 

work done towards assessment (or assessment preparation) contributes 

to the learning of the participant, i.e. assessment as learning.  For exam-

ple:  

An assessment as a portfolio or a report on a unresolved problem, for 

example, can act as a vehicle for learning (as information is found and 

applied), whilst at the same time the product developed demonstrates 

the participant has met the learning outcomes.  



Transforming Rural Education 

www.reednet.org  17 

 

A role play debate could be an approach to exploring key differences in 

values and perspectives. Participants could capture their experience 

through a short account of their engagement with this activity and they 

could evidence learning gains by exploring how the activity has contrib-

uted to their developing knowledge.  

Work-based learning assessment can also draw upon the work place set-

ting to capture the participant‘s experience of using their new knowledge 

in practice. Ways in which this can be achieved include portfolios of evi-

dence, presentations or reports on how new knowledge has affected 

practice, reflection upon an action or activity or small action research pro-

jects. Assessment, wherever possible, should complement practice and 

not be entirely separate.  

It may also be productive to explore whether the assessment could add 

value to the course for the employers:  Would a poster design demon-

strating knowledge and understanding be able, within the workplace, to 

further disseminate that learning within the workplace? Would a presen-

tation or report writing assessment enable the employer to develop a de-

sirable skill in their participants? The means of assessment represents 

an opportunity to further support the needs of employers. 

A menu of assessment tasks for work-based learners may include: de-

sign projects; market research projects; experiment-based assessments; 

observation records; commercial projects; action research projects; re-

flective portfolios; patchwork portfolios; oral presentations; annotated 

learning journals; or, problem based learning assessments; reflection 

upon work-based experiences; reflections upon learning tasks; articles; 

posters; articles for sector specific publications; self-review of group 

work; examination; photo journals with commentaries. 

At the point of design, consider how assessment will be supported by 

formative feedback. Examples may include peer review, tutor review, 

online automated tests, sharing experiences or sharing extracts of par-

ticular parts of the assessment process in a learning group.  Planned for-

mative feedback can form an important part of both the teaching and 

learning and the assessment approaches.  
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Be clear about timely moments where formative feedback from tutors 

would be particularly useful, for example when a plan and a ‗first section‘ 

are completed rather than on a complete draft.  Part of the value of feed-

back is that it feeds-forward into the participant‘s work; time needs to be 

allowed for this to happen. Feedback is most useful when it can feed in 

to learning, this may need to be planned in to module designs to be most 

effective.  

 

 

The circumstances of work-based learners engaged in assessment ac-

tivities will vary, some may be on short courses on campus for one day 

only, others may be learning entirely from the work-place whilst some 

may have a series of campus hosted sessions. When participants are on-

site it would be useful to allocate time for assessment issues (discussion 

of issues arising, clarifying understanding of expectations, planning and 

review) so that they do not leave campus with undue worry around as-

sessment. For those learning fully or mainly online, similarly scheduled 

discussion of assessment can help.  
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Writing the module descriptor form  

For validation the module descriptor form needs to be completed. The 

notes with the form are intended to give guidance for the more mecha-

nistic elements of the form, whilst this booklet is intended to support 

the process of forming the pedagogic decisions which will be conveyed 

on the form.  

Writing a module is both an art and a science!  

It may well involve revisiting initial ideas after the pedagogy has been 

considered in detail. Writing a module can be easier when working with 

a critical friend rather than in isolation; use colleagues as a sounding 

board or to make suggestions on plans. Use the support available 

through REEDNet colleagues within the Aspire Centre for Excellence 

in Teaching & Learning (CETL).    
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