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«ALIGN: Achieving and checking the alignment between academic programmes and 
qualification frameworks» 
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GUIDELINES 

for Aligning and Checking the Alignment of a Higher Education 

Study Programme’s Learning Outcomes 

with Qualification Frameworks 

 

Seven Steps of an ALIGNMENT PROCESS (from page 25 of Tempus 

ALIGN guidelines) 
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5. Seven Steps of an Alignment Process, i.e. a Study Programme Design & 

Approval Process 

 

This document Guideline for Aligning and Checking the Alignment of an academic 

study programme’s learning outcomes with Qualification Frameworks examines a 

typical accreditation/validation process as this is where alignment takes place. 

 

The guideline has broken the study programme design and approval process into seven 

steps. This structure inevitably leads to a consideration of matters broader than learning 

outcomes, but learning outcomes remain at the heart of this exercise and are the focus of steps 

one and two. Under each step some guidance will be provided. This can be used to inform the 

development of local policies and procedures by the HEIs and EQA who will be drawing on this 

document to develop their own documentation. The principles stated at the outset inform the 

approach adopted. 

 

At this point in time, the Guideline is agnostic on the ownership of the study programme 

approval process – approval may reside wholly in a HEI, or be complemented by external 

accreditation. 

 

 

A formal accreditation/validation/study programme approval process, which always 

addresses more than the alignment of programmes intended learning outcomes to a 

framework level, typically has the following elements: 

 

1. Development or Design of a study programme and the writing of a proposed 

study programme document (setting standards), bearing in mind the set written 

criteria for its self-evaluation and approval. 

 

2. Self-evaluation: analysis of a proposed study programme, relevant data collected 

and stakeholder feedback against set written criteria, possibly leading to a revision of 

the drafted intended learning outcomes, and the development of a modified or new 

study programme, which is presented in a written document for consideration by a 

panel of experts/peers. 

 

3. Peer review: establishment of a small team of independent experts/peers who 

conduct a site visit to the HEI’s campus to meet with the self-evaluation team 

(i.e. the study programme team) to consider the self-evaluation and the proposed 

study programme against set written criteria for study programme approval. 
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4. Written report: A formal written report is prepared. It normally includes an 

overarching recommendation on whether to approve or further revise the proposed 

study programme, as well as detail capturing elements of good practice or 

suggestions for further improvement. The report is written by referring to the criteria 

and citing evidence for judgements made. 

 

5. Responding to a report: A formal written response from the provider (HEI) of the 

study programme, addressing improvement suggestions made by the peer reviewers, 

and where appropriate including a revised study programme document. 

 

6. Formal decision is taken by the appropriate decision-maker. 

 

7. Publication of findings and the newly approved study programme. 
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Seven Steps of Study Programme Design & Approval, incorporating the 

Alignment of Learning Outcomes 



Page 5 of 47 

 

 

8 Elaboration of the Alignment Process, i.e. Study Programme Design & 

Approval Process 

 

 
8.1 Developing a study programme and writing a study programme 

document 

The academic’s or teacher’s challenge is to present his/her subject to a new cohort of learners 

so that they will be excited and engaged by the field - this has been at the centre of 

academia for centuries. Today, amongst other things, this involves the writing of a study 

programme with well-articulated learning outcomes so that it can be verified to meet 

national and international standards, and to be a high quality learning experience for 

students. 

 

Designing a programme has many critical elements, and a detailed programme proposal can 

only be established following detailed reflection and analysis such as proposed in step 2, the 

self-evaluation of a proposed study programme against explicit, elaborated criteria, following 

stakeholder consultation, data collection and an environmental analysis.  However prior to 

this some outline matters may be considered. 

 
 

 

 

 

1 In establishing the qualification, or reassessing one already established, consider what the 

learners are expected to have achieved at the end of their studies in the context of … 
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2 Consider … 

 

 

 

 

Competences, Learning outcomes 

Bologna, Dublin-descriptors, EQF, Legislation 

Competences of the work field 

Specific competences of the university 
 

Competences deducted by comparison with 

peers of the EU, US 

Chosen competences by students 
 
 
 
 

3: Look at the modules that constitute the programme and suggest the relationship 

between them.  

 

4: For establishing Learning Outcomes consider: 
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5: Look at assessment models and options. 

 

 

6: Consider the mapping of the assessment to the module/unit and programme learning 

outcomes.  

 

 

7: Consider staff competencies required; whether the programme is online, by distance, etc.; 

what equipment/resources are required; how much time is required. 

Mission/Vision 
of the HEI 

Programme 
objectives 

Intended Learning outcomes 
on the programme level 

Intended learning outcomes on the 
module Level 
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8.2 A Self-evaluation 

In higher education quality management, a self-evaluation is process of systematic and 

critical self-analysis leading to judgments and/or recommendations regarding the quality of 

either an institution or a study programme. This guideline is looking at study programme 

evaluation. Self-evaluation is basically a collective reflection providing an opportunity for 

quality enhancement. The resulting report further serves as a provider of information for a 

review team, an external peer-review panel appointed to conduct an independent, external 

evaluation. 

 

The self-evaluation of a study programme is typically conducted by the academic owners of 

the study programme with support from quality management staff. It involves the systematic 

collection of administrative data, the questioning of students and graduates, and the holding 

of moderated interviews with lecturers and students; the constructive analysis (not 

description or restatement) of the information collated in light of specific set criteria for the 

approval (alignment of learning outcomes) of a study programme; resulting in two outputs: 

 A written report encapsulating the findings and improvement recommendations, in 

order to make a statement about quality. 

  Complemented by a Study Programme Handbook/Study Programme Document 

 

The key components to enable the development of an effective self-evaluation process are: 
 

1) the setting of criteria (each criterion has an intent, a requirement to be met) – this 

must be done by the HEI (see sections 8.2.1 and 8.2.2 for suggestions). What is the 

purpose of the evaluation – what key questions is the evaluation seeking to answer? 

2) Identifying the relevant information/data which needs to be collected to ensure 

the criteria can be effectively responded to, and the optimum mechanisms for 

collecting it 

3) Identifying the relevant stakeholders and how they should be consulted and their 

feedback incorporated into effectively responding to the criteria 

4) Establishing standards by which it can be demonstrated the intents are minimally 

met 

5) agreeing the participants in the processes and their roles 

6) establishing what judgements and decisions can be made and what evidence is 

required to support these 

7) revising according to feedback received 

8) finally preparing results in clear and agreed formats (Self-Study Report and Proposed 

Study Programme Handbook) 
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8.2.1 Criteria for the Design & Approval of a study programme (embedding the 

alignment of Learning Outcomes)
 
– To be used during the Self-Evaluation 

Hereunder are suggested broad criteria for the approval of a study programme (including 

the alignment of learning outcomes). They are followed in the next section by detailed 

questions to aid in their development.  Each HEI or EQA may wish to adopt these or a version 

of them to assist in developing or amending current local processes. 

 

A deep understanding of these criteria will enable the academic and his/her quality 

management colleagues to develop a study programme with clear standards, an 

effective learning environment.  They should be used in: 

 the development of a study programme 

 the self-evaluation 

 the internal evaluation 

 the external evaluation 
 

 
 

8.2.2 Converting the Criteria for the Design & Approval of a Study programme (embedding 

the Alignment of Learning Outcomes) into Self-Evaluation Questions 

 

In order to address the criteria in a self-evaluation of a study programme one must consider 

many concepts and details underpinning the overarching criteria statements. A sample set of 

questions that one might pose to oneself, or that an external panel may pose, to assess one’s 

compliance with these are presented. A self-evaluation should critically answer the 

questions asked.  The answers can be in the Report and/or the Study Programme 

Handbook. 

 

To map or align a study programme to a Framework (or the Dublin Descriptors) it is 

necessary to know ‘where learners start’ and ‘where they get to’. To test if one is 

addressing these alignment criteria ask, and answer with evidence for answers: 

 
 

1.1 Is there evidence that the minimum intended study programme learning outcomes are 

consistent with any applicable subject/field standard and any relevant National 

Qualifications Framework, or in the absence of a NFQ the Dublin Descriptors? 

 

1.2 Do the intended learning outcomes of the study programme correspond with the 

descriptions of Bachelor/Master level in the NQF or in the Dublin Descriptors? 

 

1.3 Are the entry requirements for this study programme clear and in keeping with national 

norms? 

 

1.4 Since awards standards are cumulative, can it be clearly demonstrated that the study 

programme’s prerequisite learning specification includes the knowledge, skill and 

competence specified at lower Framework levels? 

 

1.5 Do the intended learning outcomes emphasise profound learning outcomes much more 

than transient learning outcomes?  
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1.6 Do the intended learning outcomes correspond with national legislation and 

international recommendations? 

 

1.7 Have the study programme, module/unit and programme unit learning outcomes have 

been specified describing what a student will know and be able to do at the end of the 

module/unit or of a unit? 

 

1.8 Are the intended learning outcomes appropriate to the intended professional field 

(work field) of a graduate of this study programme? 

 

1.9 Do the study programme learning outcomes correspond appropriately to the type 

(academic, vocational, professional) of qualification and the demands specific for the 

domain? 

 

1.10 Do the learning outcomes of the study programme correspond with the requirements 

set by professional colleagues, both nationally and internationally, and by members of 

the relevant domain’s community of practice? 

 

1.11 Do the learning outcomes correspond with the needs of a beginning professional in the 

particular discipline? 

 

Remembering that a study programme is a process which takes place in a particular 

environment and in a particular context, ask, and answer with evidence: 

 

2.1 Has careful attention been paid to curriculum and study programme design and content? 

 

2.2 Are the learning outcomes at study programme level underpinned by learning outcomes at 

module/unit level or programme unit level? 

 

2.3 Has the study programme been developed so that the study programme learning 

outcomes are visibly mapped to specific modules or programme units. 

 

2.4 What evidence is there that the target/prospective learners may achieve the intended 

study programme learning outcomes? 

 

2.5 Is the study programme’s strategy for enabling learners to move from the minimum 

access standard to the minimum intended study programme learning outcome explicit, 

realistic and viable? 

 

2.6 Are the study programme’s content and learning environment appropriate to the study 

programme’s intended learning outcomes? Specifically 

(a) Are the study programme’s staff (assessors, teachers, etc.) as a group competent to 

enable learners to develop (achieve) the intended study programme learning 

outcomes and to assess learners’ achievements and expert in their respective 

disciplines? 

(b) Are the staff members who are to provide both academic and administrative 

support for the provision of this study programme familiar with any national 

standards? 
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(c) What training/induction has been provided for these staff members? 

(d) What are their precise roles and responsibilities? 

(e) Are the nominated persons competent to fulfil their roles? 

(f) Is the study programme’s learning environment (physical, social, and intellectual 

and recognising that the environment may be virtual) 

 and its resources, such as libraries and online databases and physical 

resources, such as laboratories, equipment, study areas and studios; 

 and human resources, such as tutors, counsellors, advisors and peers where 

applicable 

 and other supports 

consistent with the intended study programme learning outcomes? 
 

(g) How are learners represented and how is feedback obtained? 

 

(h) Is the study programme content including reading lists, lecture notes, and any 

other material used by the study programme appropriate? 

 

(i) Does the study programme make reasonable accommodation for people with 

disabilities? 

  

2.7 Does the study programme involve authentic learning opportunities to enable the 

achievement of the intended study programme learning outcomes? 

 

2.8 Is the study programme to be provided in a way that its intended learning outcomes can 

be reliably and efficiently attained by the learners? 

 

2.9 Is it reasonable to expect that all learners who are judged qualified to access this particular 

study programme should be able to graduate from it subject to their making a reasonable 

effort and complying with the study programme’s conditions? 

 

2.10 In the case of a modular study programme the pool of modules and learning pathway 

constraints should be explicit and appropriate in light of the intended study 

programme learning outcomes. Are there effective guidance services for learners on 

the selection of appropriate learning pathways? 

 

2.11 Does the study programme compare well against benchmarks (where appropriate)? 

 

2.12 Has clear information been prepared for students on the intended learning outcomes 

of all modules, content, study and learning methodology, assessment, credits, learning 

materials, etc. presented in a clear study programme handbook (see model provided) 

or ECTS module/units’ description files? 

 

2.13 Is the proposed information about the study programme as well as its procedures 

consistent with national policies? 

 

2.14 Is there clear information about career opportunities arising from the study 

programme? (E.g. The presentation of the study programme should not lead learners to 

presume that successful completion of the study programme will entitle them to enter a 
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particular profession or progress to another study programme unless this is actually the 

case. If, for example, the study programme is designed to meet the educational 

requirements of a regulated profession or recognised professional body this should be 

stated explicitly.) 

 

2.15 Are the study programme’s use of ECTS or other Credit systems and provisions for 

recognition of prior learning consistent with any national policy on these areas? 

 

2.16 Does the study programme meet genuine education and training needs? 

(a) Does the HEI have evidence that the study programme meets the proposed target 

learners’ education and training needs? 

(b) Is the study programme as a process and the intended study programme learning 

outcomes adequately informed by the views of appropriate stakeholders such as 

learners, graduates, lecturers, employers, relevant advisory bodies, social and 

community representatives? 

(c) What research has been conducted for the provision of this study programme in 

the area in which it is to be provided? 

(d) Can the HEI demonstrate that the proposed study programme compares 

favourably with other programmes already in place? 

(e) Where the HEI is either part of the public service or its study programme is 

publicly funded, can it demonstrate that in developing the study programme it 

has given due regard to relevant public policy? 

 

2.17 Is the study programme viable? 

(a) Does the HEI have a viable delivery/business-plan for study programme? (This is 

important for several reasons. For example if the study programme assumes a 

certain cohort size it may not function as planned if either insufficient or excessive 

numbers are recruited.) 

(b) Does the HEI have satisfactory contingency arrangements for adapting to 

changing circumstances or coping with failure of the study programme (having 

due regard for the interests of learners)? 

(c) Is the study programme consistent with the provider’s mission and strategy? 

 

 

2.18 Has the mode of learning – distance, electronic, part-time, full-time, blended, etc. 

been clearly stated and is it appropriate to the cohort of intended participants and 

the intended learning outcomes. 

 

2.19 Is there recognition within the study programme team that a different mode of 

provision constitutes a different study programme, and each type of provision is 

unique? 

2.20 Has a study programme assessment strategy been provided for the study programme 

as a whole and module/unit assessment strategies for each of its constituent modules? 

 

2.21 Are the study programme and module/unit assessment strategies (for both 

formative and summative assessment) both clear and appropriate? Do they 

provide for the verification of the attainment of the intended learning outcomes? 
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2.22 Are all the study programme and module/units intended learning 

outcomes capable of being assessed? 

 

2.23 Are all assessments fair, valid, reliable and transparent? Does the assessment design 

process ensure valid assessment of the intended learning outcomes? 

 

2.24 Are assessment decisions in relation to design, development and variety made within 

a study programme context and focused on study programme learning outcomes? 

 

2.25 Is assessment for learning given emphasis in relation to assessment of learning? 

 

2.26 Can the assessment satisfactorily verify whether the students have realised the 

learning outcomes of the components of the curriculum in a way that is insightful for 

students? 

 

2.27 In respect of a master’s study programme, is there a thesis in which the student 

shows analytical capacity or an independent problem-solving capacity at academic 

level? 

 

2.28 Are the study programme’s procedures for assessment of learners consistent with any 

institutional or national assessment regulations? 

 

2.29 What arrangements are in place for External Examiners, where this model of 

monitoring is utilised, and what other mechanism is in place to monitor and review 

the maintenance of study programme standards? 

 

2.30 Are you confident that assessment tasks demand high standards of learning? 

 
2.31 Is assessment and feedback planned within and across programmes to ensure 

appropriate student preparation and practice before summative assessment takes 

place? 

 

2.32 Is there an emphasis on assessment for learning over systems focused on marks, 

grades and reliability? 

 

2.33 Is it evident in the study programme design that there understanding of the 

limitations of explicit assessment standards? 

 

2.34 Are students encouraged to participate in disciplinary communities? 

 
2.35 Is there an emphasis on building students’ assessment literacy through a learning 

process in which they internalise, apply and reflect on assessment standards? 
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2.36 Do local disciplinary communities play a role in facilitating collaboration about 

assessment standards? 

 

2.37 Are there appropriate student representation opportunities and student 

feed-back opportunities? Where the study programme is being provided in more 

than one location including another jurisdiction how is this managed? 

 

2.38 Have the specific needs of different modes of provision and types of higher 

education been considered, e.g. distance, part-time, online, professional, 

vocational, academic, etc. 


