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Writing Behavioral Learning Objectives 

By Timothy R. Graeff

     You might have heard that learning objectives are an important component of effective teaching.  However, what are learning objectives?  More specifically, what are BEHAVIORAL learning objectives?  How should they be written and used?

     Behavioral learning objectives are like a road map for instruction.  They identify the routes one must take to arrive at a desired learning destination.  They describe what students will learn from a course and the behaviors (skills) that will demonstrate such learning.  Developing, using, and communicating specific behavioral learning objectives can result in increased student learning.  Developing a set of specific learning objectives also helps instructors identify their goals and directions for the course, thereby reducing the chance of wasting their own time, as well as wasting students’ time on irrelevant subject matter.  They force educators to consider what they are accomplishing by their teaching and the skills students are learning in their classrooms.   
     The fundamental purpose of a stated learning objective is to communicate to students what we want them to learn and how they will be expected to demonstrate that learning.  Behavioral learning objectives should not state what the course will include, should not state what the instructor will do, and should not focus on the instructor.  Do not state learning objectives from the instructor’s perspective.  For example, do not state that the purpose of a class is to “Give students a general overview of chemistry,” or, that “The importance of technology in the development of cultures will be stressed in this class.”  Behavioral learning objectives should be stated from the students’ perspective.  Learning objectives should state what the student will accomplish; state what the student will be able to do, focus on the student, focus on the result of taking the course, and focus on the result of learning and the skills that are mastered.  They should describe the performance we want students to exhibit before we consider them competent.  Ideally, they should describe the intended result of instruction, such as a skill, rather than the process of instruction itself.  
     The words we use to write behavioral learning objectives are very important.  Behavioral learning objectives should contain statements of performance behavior -- what the student will be able to do when the objective has been achieved.  Vague terms that are open to many different interpretations (and thus should not be used in writing learning objectives) include: 

to appreciate 



to believe 



to enjoy
to grasp the significance of

to have faith in


to internalize
to know 



to understand 
These should not be used in writing learning objectives because they are practically impossible to measure.  
     Specific verbs that are open to far fewer interpretations (and thus are acceptable for learning objectives) include: 

arrange 


build 




choose
 
circle



cite




combine 
compare


compute



construct 
contrast


count




criticize 
define 



delete




describe 
design 



differentiate



discriminate 
distinguish 


draw




explain 
generate 


group




identify 
illustrate 


interpret



label 
list 



name




organize
plan



put together



recite

restate



select




separate
simplify


solve




sort
tally



verbalize

     In addition, behavioral learning objectives should specify the conditions under which the behavior will be expected to be performed, and the criteria or standards of acceptable performance.  For example, consider the following objective for a statistics course:

Given the means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for two groups, calculate the t-test (correct to the nearest whole number) to determine whether or not the two group means are significantly different, within five minutes.  

    The performance behavior for this objective is “calculate the t-test.”  The conditions are “Given the means, standard deviations, and sample sizes ... within five minutes.”  The criterion is “correct to the nearest whole number.”  The objective tells students exactly what they are to do, what information they will be given to solve the problem, how exact they should be in their calculations, and how long it should take them to do it.  Although it is not necessary (or practical) to always include conditions and criteria, the more you say about them the better the objective will communicate the intended learning.  

     Imagine how much better a student can study for a test (and thus, learn) when they are given the above objective, versus simply being told that they should “understand t-tests,” or “know t-tests.”  When used effectively, behavioral objectives coordinate the goals of instruction with the means of evaluation, which when shared with students, give them insights into how to study to learn the material.  The fundamental goal of specifying behavioral learning objectives is to aid students’ learning.  Two other examples of behavioral learning objectives are given below.  Notice how they tell students what they are to do, the conditions under which it should be done, the length of their answers (in pages), and the time it should take them to do it (in minutes).  

Poorly stated objective:  Understand market skimming and penetration.

Behavioral learning objective:  Compare and contrast market skimming and market penetration as pricing strategies in terms of their effects on profit margin, brand image and positioning, and competition (one page / 15 minutes).
Poorly stated objective:  Know what is meant by “price elasticity.”

Behavioral learning objective:  Define price elasticity.  Then, draw (on graphs) three demand curves, each representing a different level of price elasticity.  Correctly label the axes for each graph, and then identify which demand curve has the highest price elasticity, and which demand curve has the lowest price elasticity (one page / 10 minutes).  

     Students have every right to expect these types of specific, measurable, and behavioral learning objectives from their teachers.  On the first day of the semester, they should be able to ask, “What exactly do I need to do to be able to earn an A in this class?”  In fact, most professors expect them too.  Didn’t you want to know exactly what you needed to do to be able to earn tenure and be promoted here at MTSU?  Most new faculty want to know how many articles they need to publish, the type of journals they need to publish in, the number of conference presentations they need to make, etc.  Imagine your frustration if you asked this question in an interview, and the department chair or Dean responded with, “Well, you need to be successful.”  So, just as you were justified in wanting to know your performance objectives for receiving tenure and promotion, students are justified in wanting to know their behavioral learning objectives when they begin a class.   
PAGE  

