Writing Educational Objectives

Helen H. Baker, Ph.D. 

 

Objectives refer to learner behavior, not teacher behavior

Properly-written objectives focus on what the student will be able to do at the end of the learning activity.  The easiest ways to focus on learning outcomes is start every objective with the statement, “At the end of this [lecture, lab, rotation, seminar, learning activity], the student will be able to ….”

 

Writing learning objectives requires a mental shift, from what the teacher plans to do, to what the student is expected to be able to do at the end of the component. Below are several learning activities, and some possible “objectives” related to these activities which might (or might not!) be the intended learning outcomes:

 

	  Learning Activities (NOT objectives!)
	  Possible related Objective

	“I’m going to have students use MedLine to find current references ….
	At the end of this activity, the student will be able to list journals related to this case from health profession disciplines other than the student’s own discipline. 

	“I’m going to have them spend the afternoon in the Physical Therapy department.
	At the end of this activity, nursing and medical students will be able to describe to future patients how a Physical Therapist assists with rehabilitation after ACL surgery.


 

It’s easy to avoid the mistake of describing the learning activity rather than stating an objective: just start every objective with “At the end of this activity, the student will be able to ….” and you’ll always be focusing on learning outcomes.

 

Objectives specify observable behaviors

This is a rule educators often break, but we should do so only after understanding the rule and the reason for it.  An educational objective should focus on observable behaviors – knowledge, skills or attitudes that can be measured.  Formal educational objectives do not use terms such as “understand” or “appreciate”, because these characteristics cannot be observed.  (Among friends, we sometimes relax this rule – but only among very close friends.)  Some “action verbs” frequently used in writing educational objectives are:

 

· list

· define

· identify

· select

· name 

· describe

· interpret

· predict

· solve

· demonstrate

· differentiate

· explain

· compare

· contrast.

 

Students and curriculum committees are accustomed to seeing these action verbs, and will generally approve objectives that use them with little comment.  In general, we want to emphasize the “higher order”, more complex skills – those near the bottom of the list – rather than the lower-order, memory level objectives, such as “list” and “define.”  (Unfortunately, generally speaking, the more important the content, the more difficult it is to teach and to evaluate!)   

 

Another philosophical point: ideally, when an objective specifies that the student will be able to “explain”, the related test would also ask the student to “explain”, resulting in a short-answer or essay test.  However, in practice, educators often violate this principle and, for ease of grading and to improve standardization, give multiple choice tests rather than essay exams, oral exams, practical exams, or other testing methods. 

 

Three Domains:  Cognitive, Psychomotor, Affective

The action verbs listed in the section above all refer to the “cognitive” domain:  thinking, and expressing the results of those thoughts. Most academic programs focus on the cognitive domain, and evaluate achievement using written tests.
The second learning domain referred to by educational psychologists is the “psychomotor” domain – performing a physical skill.  Psychomotor skills generally require practice, and must be “measured” in a practical examination of some sort, perhaps on a mannequin  (as, in Advanced Cardiac Life Support) or in a clinical setting with simulated or real patients.  Examples of psychomotor include:

 

At the end of the learning activity, the student will be able to:

· give an injection to an orange [or a plastic teaching model], following each step of the procedure as taught.

· take the blood pressure of an average weight adult patient, and obtain both systolic and diastolic pressures within 3 points of the reading obtained by the preceptor.

 

The third learning domain often used by educational psychologists is the “affective” or “attitudinal” domain, for objectives related to attitudes, values and beliefs.  The WV Rural Health Education Partnerships program explicitly intends to encourage certain values, and Faculty will have attitudinal objectives.  The ultimate “measures” of these outcomes will be choice of clinical practice location (did students in fact return to practice in rural WV communities?) and practice style (do students in fact work effectively with colleagues from other health professions disciplines, and work with them in an appropriate and respectful way?).  Some professionals would insist that attitudinal objectives be phrased in terms of such outcomes.  However, among close friends, we may find it necessary to bend these rules a bit, and accept as “objectives” statements such as the following:

 

· The student will demonstrate a respect and cooperation in his/her interaction with students from other disciplines

· The student will function effectively with members of the health care team

· The student will demonstrate an appreciation of the cultural/social and economic values of rural WV, as they influence medical care in the community.

 

Additional Reading:

Tutorials on writing objectives:

http://edweb.sdsu.edu/courses/EDTEC540/objectives/ObjectivesHome.html
http://www.udayton.edu/~aep/legaled/planning/05object.htm
http://www.gsu.edu/~mstmbs/CrsTools/Magerobj.html
Park University

Most courses in higher education focus on the cognitive domain, thus it is important to examine various levels of cognitive understanding. The cognitive domain is broken-down into six categories: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Generally, instructors will want to design learning objectives to target a range of levels of student understanding. The phrasing of learning objectives will help guide both instructional activities and assessment, thus instructors should carefully select the emphasis of learning and the relevant verb.

	Domain
	Emphasis
	Relevant Verbs

	Cognitive
	Knowledge
	Recall, identify, recognize, acquire, distinguish, state, define, name, list, label, reproduce, order

	Cognitive 
	Comprehension 
	Translate, extrapolate, convert, interpret, abstract, transform, select, indicate, illustrate, represent, formulate, explain, classify, comprehend 

	Cognitive 
	Application 
	Apply, sequence, carry out, solve, prepare, operate, generalize, plan, repair, explain, predict, demonstrate, instruct, compute, use, perform, implement, employ, solve 

	Cognitive 
	Analysis 
	Analyze, estimate, compare, observe, detect, classify, discover, discriminate, explore, distinguish, catalog, investigate, breakdown, order, determine, differentiate, dissect, contrast, examine, interpret 

	Cognitive 
	Synthesis 
	Write, plan, integrate, formulate, propose, specify, produce, organize, theorize, design, build, systematize, combine, summarize, restate, argue, discuss, derive, relate, generalize, conclude, produce 

	Cognitive 
	Evaluation 
	Evaluate, verify, assess, test, judge, rank, measure, appraise, select, check, judge, justify, evaluate, determine, support, defend, criticize, weigh, assess 

	Affective 
	
	Agree, avoid, support, participate, cooperate, praise, help, offer, join 

	Psychomotor 
	
	Adjust, repair, taste, bend, measure, perform, operate, use, move 


Avoid using verbs that are difficult to measure objectively. The following verbs are difficult to assess, thus should be used with caution:

· know 

· comprehend 

· understand 

· appreciate 

· familiarize 

· study 

· be aware 

· become acquainted with 

· gain knowledge of 

· cover 

· learn 

· realize 

Dr. Morley, CCSU

Objective Writing

 
· A performance objective must include:

·         A skill or concept
·         The criteria for acceptable performance

·         And the conditions or context
 

	 

Psychomotor domain (physical skill or performance)

 

	The student will be able to throw a football accurately to a stationary partner using good form (grip, opposition, follow-through).

	 

	The student will be able to correctly perform the grapevine step and the schottische step to the beat of the music in a circle formation.


 

	 

Cognitive domain (understanding of concepts or ideas)

 

	The student will be able to correctly explain why a player wants to stay between the opponent and the goal in a team sport during a class discussion.

	 

	The student will be able to accurately list and describe the components of an effective aerobic workout in the personal wellness journal.


 

	 

Affective Domain (emotions, feelings, attitudes, dispositions)

 

	The student will demonstrate effective cooperation by taking turns with his/her partner while working in stations. 

	 

	The student will demonstrate good teamwork by passing to at least three team-mates before shooting for a goal in a modified basketball game.


