	
A Guide to Writing Learning Objectives


Clearly defining learning objectives or outcomes is one of the early steps in designing instructional products and forms the nucleus upon which the rest of the instructional agenda is built.  An objective is a statement which specifies in measurable terms what a learner will be able to accomplish as a result of instruction.  It is a description of an acceptable level of performance learners must exhibit at the end of an instructional event.  

Why Objectives?

Learning objectives help clarify the instructional intent of a course and are beneficial to all stakeholders involved, especially the course designer as well as the learner.

For the course designer, clearly defining objectives upfront can help influence the:

· Course planning process.

· Selection of the media and instructional strategies. 

· Selection of what content to include and the design and organization of instructional materials. 

· Design of evaluation strategies to measure the effectiveness of the course and the degree to which a learner has acquired the desired knowledge and performance.
Frequently, you hear the merits of a media (e.g., Internet based, Video-conference) being discussed even before analyzing the audience and objectives.  Just as a builder does not select materials for construction until blueprints (objectives) are drawn, similarly an instructional designer needs to have clearly defined objectives before selecting the media, content and instructional strategies.  


For the learner, the objectives you define can help:

· Communicate the intent of the course or module, thereby dispelling any unrealistic expectations.

· Motivate by clarifying “what’s in it for them”.

· Provide a frame of reference to measure personal progress within a course so as to organize efforts towards meeting objectives.  

· Identify problem areas which may require further review or remedial work. 
For the learning program and hosting institution, it provides a basis for evaluation.

The purpose of objectives is not to restrict spontaneity, but to provide a clear focus and direction to both designers and learners so that the learning experience can be designed pedagogically and measured objectively.


Goals vs. Objectives
The difference between goals and objectives is that goals are broad, generalized statements of instructional intent, while objectives are specific, measurable outcomes that help a learner achieve the goals.  For example:

Goal
The overall goal of this module is to help participants understand how environmental assessments can ensure sustainable development outcomes.

Objectives:
Evaluate the trade-offs between the three environmental categories to ensure fair screening of different projects.

Identify through field-based examination the precise range of environment impacts and estimate their relative importance.

Given project data, prepare an Environmental Management plan based on guidelines provided to mitigate adverse environmental impacts.

Typically, goals are written using amorphous terms such as: understand, appreciate, know, learn, become aware of, which may not be directly measurable.  As illustrated in the above example, goals are useful as organizing principles of instructional direction for writing objectives.  A single goal may hve several subordinate learning objectives.


Guidelines for Writing Objectives
This section reviews some pedagogical constructs and theory behind objectives, as well as some practical how-tos.

Domains of Learning
The work of Benjamin Bloom and later theorists identified that learning occurs in four domains:  cognitive (knowledge), affective (feelings and attributes), psychomotor (physical movement), and metacognitive (thought process involved in learning how to learn).  This taxonomy of learning behaviors, expects that the learner will have acquired new Knowledge, Attitudes and Skills (often referred as KAS) as an outcome of the instructional event. 

Cognitive Domain
The cognitive domain which concerns knowledge acquisition and the development of intellectual skills is of primary interest to us.  Bloom identified six levels of intellectual activity within the cognitive domain as being important to learning and knowledge acquisition (see 1st column in Table below).  These range from the simple recall of facts, as the lowest knowledge level, through more complex and abstract mental levels, to the highest order referred to as evaluation (see 2nd column). Verb examples that represent intellectual activity at each level are listed in Column 3.  Translating these cognitive categories into actions verbs aids in the development of measurable outcomes.  Bloom’s Taxonomy, serves as a useful guide in preparing objectives.  The hierarchy of complexity can guide the designer in sequencing instruction to build on simpler cognitive tasks. For example the earliest stages of a topic might focus on recall or comprehension before moving to deeper levels of understanding represented by synthesis and evaluation.

	Intellectual activity in the Cognitive Domain
	Explanation
	Action Verbs
	Example Objectives

	KNOWLEDGE
	Learner recalls, or recognizes information, ideas, definitions, facts and principles, in the approximate
form in which they were learned.
	Describe, Identify, Recall, Define, Label, Outline.  
	Define the 6 levels of Bloom's, taxonomy of the cognitive domain.

	COMPREHENSION
	Learner translates, comprehends, or interprets concepts and principles learned.
	Explain, Summarize, Defend, Describe, Estimate, Interpret, Predice, Translate
	Explain the purpose of Bloom's taxonomy of the cognitive domain.

	APPLICATION
	Learner applies concepts and principles to a new situation, problem or task.  
	Apply, Compute, Classify, Solve, Demonstrate, Apply, Construct, Solve
	Write an instructional objective for each level of Bloom's taxonomy.

	ANALYSIS
	Learner recognize unstated assumptions and logical fallacies in reasoning.
	Analyze, Categorize, Compare, Contrast, Deduce, Criticise
	Compare and contrast the cognitive and affective domains.

	SYNTHESIS
	Learner integrates ideas from different areas into a unique plan or novel way to solve a problem.  
	Create, Design, Hypothesize, Invent, Develop, formulate
	Design a classification scheme for writing learning objectives that combines the cognitive, affective, and psychomotor domains.

	EVALUATION
	Learner makes qualitative and quantitative judgements using specific standards of appraisal.
	Judge, Recommend. Critique, Justify, Evaluate
	Judge the effectiveness of writing objectives using Bloom's taxonomy.


Adapted from W.Hutt’s “Bloom et al.'s Taxonomy of the Cognitive Domain” http://chiron.valdosta.edu/whuitt/col/cogsys/bloom.html
Template for Writing Objectives
Most course designers, have evolved their own unique techniques for writing acceptable learning objectives.  R. Mager in his 1962 book on “Preparing Instructional Objectives” identifies four elements as being crucial to writing successful objectives.  This is often called the ABCD of objective writing, and serves as a mnemonic aid!

Audience –reminding you that the focus is on the learner not instructor

Behavior – the measurable performance outcome the learner is able to demonstrate

Condition – conditions under which the performance will take place

Degree – criterion specifies the minimum acceptable performance

Suggested template for writing measurable objectives:

Step 1
List the overall goals for a module or session.





Step 2
Jot down four or five topics relevant to each goal.





Step 3
For each of the topics, develop a learning objective as follows:

a. Start by asking what (knowledge, skills and attitudes changes) you want the audience or learners to acquire and demonstrate through participation in the course or module.

b. Describe the expected learner performance or outcomes in measurable terms.  Use action verbs (click here to link to Bloom’s Taxonomy).

c. Optionally, specify the conditions under which the performance will take place.  (What data, tools, references and aids will be provided).

d. Optionally, describe the minimum acceptable standards of performance (in terms of quantity, quantity or completeness, or accuracy).

In the cognitive domain, especially as you move up the levels, it is not always possible to specify (c) and (d) above.



Hands-on Activity

1. Pick one lesson or module in the Distance Learning or E-learning course you are designing and write down the overall goal(s) for the module.  

2. Break the goal down into 3 or 4 topics that relate to the goal.

· For each of the topics, write measurable learning outcomes. Start by asking what (knowledge, skills and attitudes changes) you want the learners to acquire and demonstrate.

· Describe the expected learner outcomes in measurable terms.  You may wish to access Bloom’s Taxonomy for a useful list of action verbs to help you phrase your objectives.   Rather than just recalling or comprehending information, try to move up the different levels of the Cognitive domain to demonstrate increasing levels of understand and make the objective more intellectually challenging.

· When you have written your objective see if you have described what the learner will be doing using an action verb, described any important conditions under which the learning must occur and minimally acceptable standards of performance.  Check yourself.

3. Optionally, share your objectives with a colleague for comments.


Useful References

For more information on learning objectives:  

1. Preparing Instructional Objectives: A Critical Tool in the Development of Effective Instruction by Robert Frank Mager. 

2. Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching and Assessing, A Revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives by Lorin W. Anderson (Editor), et al.
3. Multimedia-Based Instructional Design : Computer-Based Training, Web-Based Training, and Distance Learning by William W. Lee, Diana L. Owens.  


Quick Check
When writing objective statements, ask yourself these questions:
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Does the objective focus on learner performance, explictly stating what the learner will be able to do as a result of instruction?
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Does the objective describe the intended outcome of instruction, not the instructional process or procedure?  
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Does the objective describe explicit behavior that is observable and measurable?  
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Is there is a clear link between the course or module objectives and the activities and assignments on which the learner's assessment is based.
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Are objectives framed so they go beyond recall of information to integrating and applying concepts to solve realistic problems.

[image: image6.png]



Avoid words like appreciate, understand, learn, and know because they are not measurable.


Bloom’s Taxonomy

Objectives are easier to write if we can accurately categorize the skills and behaviors we expect the learners to demonstrate or perform. This table provides you with a range of common learner behaviors or actions that are incorporated into learning objectives.

	Knowledge
	Comprehension
	Application
	Analysis
	Synthesis
	Evaluation

	Copy

Define

Describe

Duplícate

Identify

Label

List Match

Name

Outline

Select

State 

Recognize

 
	Convert

Defend

Distinguish

Estimate

Explain

Extend

Generalize

Give examples

Indicate

Infer

Interpret

Justify

Paraphrase

Predict

Review

Rewrite

Summarize

Translate
	Apply

Change

Compute

Construct

Demonstrate

Discover

Integrate

List

Manipulate

Modify

Operate

Practice

Predict

Prepare

Produce

Show

Solve
	Analyze

Appraise

Breakdown

Categorize

Diagram

Discriminate

Distinguish

Explain

Illustrate

Itemize

Outline

Point out

Relate

Select

Separate

Subdivide

Test
	Categorize

Combine

Compile

Compose

Create

Design

Devise

Explain

Formulate

Integrate

Manage

Modify

Organize

Plan

Prepare

Propose

Rearrange

Reconstruct

Reorganize

Restructure

Revise

Rewrite

Summarize

Write
	Appraise

Argue

Assess

Challenge

Compare

Conclude

Contrast

Criticize

Describe

Discriminate

Explain

Evaluate

Interpret

Judge

Justify

Verify
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