Development of A Continuing Education Program: Part 1

The Object of Objectives
By Susan Sienkiewicz


The first step in instructional design is determining the learning objective/s.  The purpose of a learning objective is to communicate the focal point/s of the lesson.  Properly constructed objectives indicate what information, skill, or behavior the learner will acquire as a result of attendance or participation in a particular lesson.  Well-constructed objectives will also specify the information, skill, or behavior that the learner must demonstrate in order to ensure that learning has occurred.  An important component of the learning objective is the action verb.  The action verb is a word that connotes a measurable, observable behavior.  


A common error in objective-writing is the inclusion of non-measurable action words as reflected in this objective:
“Upon completion of this program, the learner will know the difference between ACE inhibitors and thiazides in the treatment of hypertension.”
The problem with this objective is that the action verb, know, is not measurable.  From this objective, it is not clear how the instructor will determine that the learner does know the difference between ACE inhibitors and thiazides.  A well-written learning objective leaves no doubt about what the learner must (be able to) perform after instruction.  The above objective is easily converted to a well-written objective by using a measurable action verb as follows:
“Upon completion of this program, the learner will state the difference between ACE inhibitors and thiazides in the treatment of hypertension.”

A great resource for writing instructional objectives is Bloom’s Taxonomy.  Original created in 1956, this classification system categorizes educational objectives in a hierarchical fashion according to six cognitive levels of complexity.  Benjamin Bloom identified the three lowest levels of thinking as: knowledge, comprehension, and application and the three highest levels as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Emphasizing the importance of the action verb in the construction of learning objectives, the verbiage in Bloom’s Taxonomy was changed (from nouns to verbs) in 2001 to: Remembering, Understanding, Applying, Analyzing, Evaluating and Creating.  The table below includes examples of verbs that can be used in each category of instructional objectives.
	Remembering
	Understanding
	Applying
	Analyzing
	Evaluating
	Creating

	· List

· Define

· Tell

· Describe

· Identify

· Show

· Label

· Collect

· Examine
	· Summarize

· Interpret

· Contrast

· Predict

· Distinguish

· Differentiate

· Discuss
· Estimate

· Associate
	· Apply
· Demonstrate

· Calculate

· Complete

· Illustrate

· Solve

· Modify

· Classify

· Discover 
	· Analyze
· Separate

· Order

· Explain

· Infer

· Arrange

· Classify

· Compare

· Select
	· Decide
· Rank

· Grade

· Test

· Measure

· Recommend

· Judge

· Conclude

· Discriminate 
	· Combine
· Integrate

· Modify

· Rearrange

· Plan

· Create

· Design

· Invent

· Rewrite 


When developing instructional objectives, it is also important to write worthwhile objectives.  A good way to determine whether an objective is worthwhile is to consider whether or not it is a skill that is relevant and that the learner will actually use.  For example, if it is more important for the learner to apply information about antihypertensives rather than memorize it, then the following objective is not worthwhile:

“Upon completion of this program, the learner will state the categories of antihypertensives.”

In order to be more worthwhile and to address higher level thinking, this objective might be re-written:

“Upon completion of this program, the learner will explain the way the different classifications of antihypertensive drugs work.”
Another important aspect of objective-writing is to use only one performance, i.e. one action verb, per objective.  This will eliminate confusion regarding objective achievement.  
In summary, learning objectives should be “SMART”:
S – specific

M – measurable

A – achievable

R – relevant

T – timely

A handy reference for writing education objectives can be found at the RISNA website: 
http://risnarn.org/docs/Revised_Tips_for_Writing_Behavioral_Objectives.pdf
NOTE:  Development of A Continuing Education Program: Part 2 will address the development of the content outline.  
