
Assessing the results of learning 

 

With the creation of the European Higher Education Area, the concept of competence has 

come to the fore as a reference category in managing teaching, from planning through to 

assessment. Within the new teaching context created as a result, it has not always been easy to 

integrate the concept with teaching objectives and learning outcomes.  

 

An effort of conceptual synthesis is required if we are to make teaching management 

processes available and easily accessible to all types of teachers. From teachers with a 

background of solid pedagogical training to those from an eminently scientific background 

who basically found their teaching on common sense. From those who are accustomed to 

planning thoroughly to those who take a wider view of their teaching before they begin and 

develop it as they go along.  

 

When facilitating processes for managing teaching, among which we find the management of 

assessment, our focus must fall clearly on optimising learning outcomes, which are what 

university teaching is really all about. 

 

To this end, the University of Girona has made our research group’s interpretation its own. 

The continuum is considered to begin with planning and end with assessment, as the 

following diagram illustrates: 
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The reference point is therefore always competence, understood as the mobilisation of a 

complex and diverse knowledge set, with the aim of resolving new and complex situations. 
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Thus, when we plan, competence is the aim, when we teach, it refers to learning activities, 

and when we assess, it is the learning outcome. In other words: we understand learning 

outcomes to be the degree of achievement of those competences whose acquisition we 

established as our original aim. This interpretation allows us to plan teaching, and that 

includes assessment, by considering which learning activities we will propose to students in 

relation to course content so that they may acquire the necessary competences, and which 

assessment activities – which are also learning activities – will allow us to measure the 

acquisition of said competences. 

 

This is our proposal for assessing learning outcomes or, as we prefer to call it, assessing levels 

of competence acquisition. It is a proposal that comprises five phases: 

 

1. Defining competences: each subject must help to develop transversal and specific 

competences. At this point of the process, we must take care to make sure that the wording of 

the competences makes them easy to assess. We therefore avoid rhetorical or abstract wording 

and focus clearly on the idea of functionality. 

 

Our understanding is that a competence represents the carrying out of a complex activity, 

during the course of which it is necessary to combine different conceptual, procedural and 

attitudinal contents in an effort to resolve new situations. 

 

By way of example, the UdG transversal competence for ethical commitment is not defined in 

terms of “acquiring values from the field of knowledge and understanding the ethical 

consequences deriving from the application of….”, but is worded as follows: 

 

“To analyse the ethical implications of professional actions”. 

 

At the University of Girona, then, our intention is that upon graduation all of our graduates 

are capable of conducting this analysis, which we will also be able to assess: one either does 

an analysis or not, and one does it well or one does it not so well. We also understand that if a 

person is capable of conducting this analysis they have sufficient knowledge to do so.  

Successfully completing this activity therefore leads us to the conclusion that the person in 

question has acquired the necessary knowledge and can consequently be declared competent 

in the field of ethical commitment. 



 

All competences at the University of Girona, whether transversal or specific, are worded in 

similar terms to the above example. 

 

It is worth pointing out that in our model competences are not something to be added to 

content; they are the learning horizon reached via the raw material of content. Learning 

activities play the role of operator: operating with the content, they lead us to competences. 

Specific competences incorporate the learning of content. 

 

2. Designing activities. When proposing a learning activity – from lectures to fieldwork, lab 

sessions, text analysis, external visits or even exams – professors must ask themselves which 

specific competence the activity is aimed at. Assessment activities are comprised within the 

set of learning activities. 

 

This exercise linking learning and assessment activities to competences is registered on the 

software used by the University of Girona to manage teaching. That is: all professors in all 

subjects define the links between competences, content and learning and assessment activities 

in their workspace on the professors’ intranet. Our assessment management system works on 

the basis of this. 

 

3. Conducting assessment activities. At our university assessment is moving more towards the 

concept of continuous assessment. This means that throughout the teaching process students 

do different assessment activities which tell them, first and foremost, and then their 

professors, to what extent their work is achieving the required learning; to what extent they 

are acquiring the competences. The marks that each student receives for each assessment 

activity are recorded by the professor on the same computer program which was used to plan 

the course. Once the course has finished, the professor has a set of marks for each student and 

for each assessment activity. 

 

4. Managing students’ marks: in summary, it is worth remembering that in the online space 

allocated to each subject we have details of the assessment activities with their links to 

competences, and the numerical marks that each student has received for each assessment 

activity. The information management system itself allows results to be expressed in terms of 

subjects and competences. That is:  



 

4.1. On the one hand, the average mark received for all assessment activities for the 

subject in question, weighted as the professor deems fit, constitutes the mark for that 

subject. 

 

Weighting rules for different assessment activities are established by the professor 

when planning teaching. 

 

4.2. On the other hand, the average mark received for each competence – each 

competence is worked on in different subjects within the same academic course – is 

the mark awarded for level of competence.  

 

The key therefore lies in reliably linking assessment activities with the competences – 

whether transversal or specific – for each subject. What we present here, therefore, is a system 

for managing teaching which contains a system for managing assessment, which, in turn, if 

used correctly, provides information relating to whether students have passed subjects and 

acquired competences, on the basis of just one set of assessment activities. 

 

The system is not intended to define assessment models above and beyond the basic 

requirement that assessment is continuous and aimed at demonstrating the degree to which 

competences are acquired. The University of Girona ultimately awards the teaching staff of 

each Faculty, each Department, each teaching team, each professor the freedom to define the 

learning activities they will use, which gives rise to great diversity, from classic exams – but 

never used in isolation – to problem-solving aimed at very specific competences, such as, at 

our University, various subjects in the field of Education and Communication. 

 

5. Monitoring results and returning information: 

 

A table similar to the one below allows students to monitor their progress in different 

competences throughout their studies: 

 

 

Competence Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3 Semester 4 Semester 5 Semester 6 Semester n 

A        



B        

N        

 

In the left-hand column we have a list of the competences to be acquired. Each of the 

following columns contains the mark received for said competence, for each teaching period. 

It is worth remembering that this is based on each competence being linked to different 

subjects during the planning process and as a consequence competences receive a different 

mark in different contexts for each study period (different subjects, different professors, 

different criteria,…). The effect of this is similar to that of assessment by tribunal, with the 

exception of the deliberation process, which occurs in face-to-face conditions but not when 

marks are listed in this way. 

 

This table can be constructed for an individual student, and is useful for the student to view 

his or her own progress. It helps to involve students more in their own learning. It would also 

be possible to construct a group table, whether for a class, a degree subject, a faculty or even 

the whole university. The information obtained in each case is useful for the different actors 

(professors, coordinators, management bodies) and for different purposes: from the simple 

listing and viewing of aggregate results, to raising questions with regard to progress in 

specific competences, which in turn could lead to quality and procedural analyses aimed at 

continuous improvement. 
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