
Writing Well-defined 
Learning Objectives



Today’s Learning Objectives:
u By the end of the training, participants can:

u Construct SMART objectives for their individual lectures, and/or 
courses. [Bloom’s Level - Create]

u Critique learning objectives for SMART elements. [Bloom’s Level -
Evaluate]

u Differentiate between specifically written objectives and vague 
objectives. [Bloom’s Level - Analysis]



Adult Learning (AL) Theory
1. Adult learners bring a wealth of experiences and cultural norms to 

the learning environment.
1. This shapes their approaches to learning and their realities.

2. Emotion is a motivating force in learning, and emotional constructs for 
learning have been established in the learners.

2. Just-in-Time-Teaching (JiTT) suggests use of pre-class assignments to 
evaluate for prior knowledge.

1. Class time should be adjusted to reflect prior knowledge acquisition.

2. Adult learners resist learning what they already know.

3. Adult learners need to facilitate acquisition of conceptual 
frameworks.

1. Automaticity in learning – through repetition of retrieval

2. Core set of principles and big ideas



Learning Objectives and the Adult 
Learner

u ALs expect clearly stated and relevant learning expectations and desired 
outcomes
u e.g. SMART Learning Objectives

u Millennial ALs need to know that educational activities and assessment(s) 
are specifically designed with their learning in mind.
u They also have a desire to know from the beginning what is expected of them.

u They view mid-course changes in assignments and lack of clearly articulated learning 
expectations as a sign of a lack of credibility and authenticity on the part of the 
educator(s), which can lead to academic disengagement. 

u Clearly stated learning expectations equate to ALs ascribing authenticity to 
educators. 
u Extremely important for student engagement and buy-in



Goals vs. Learning Objectives (LO)

Goals
u General

u Overview

u Global Statements

u Frame of Reference

Learning Objectives
u Precise

u Measurable

u Contain an action verb for 
observable action

u Define what a learner will 
accomplish during a set timeframe

u Guide and align to assessment

u Set the frame for instructional 
content



Purpose of Learning Objectives

1. Creates a structure for the overall instructional process and student 
learning
§ If the instructional method or learning activity does not align to a well-written 

objective, it is not needed and should not be utilized.

2. Guides effective and efficient instructional planning
§ These should help to manage time chunking and insertion of relevant, 

meaningful learning activities.

3. Provides a foundation for authentic assessment 
§ All aspects of an assessment should link directly to a stated, well-developed 

learning objective in order to assess if learning correlates to content and 
instruction. 



Backwards Instructional Design

1. 
Assessment

2. Learning 
Objectives

3. Planning 
Instructional 

Content

4. Learning 
Activities 



Learning 
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Learning 
Objectives

Instructional 
Methods

Practice 
with Timely 
Feedback

Assessment Instructional 
Refinement

Instructional Planning Continuum 



Goals and 
Learning 

Objectives

Data Collection 
via Assessment

Measuring 
Outcomes (Data 

Analysis)

Compare 
Objectives and 

Outcomes 
(Action Plan)

Revising 
Instructional 

Practices 
(Implementation)

Assessment Cycle
Liberty University Assessment 

https://www.liberty.edu/administration/institutionaleffectiveness/index.cfm%3FPID=41017


SMART Learning Objectives



Types of Learning Objectives:

u Cognitive
u Mental skills

u From knowledge to problem solving

u Affective
u Attitudes, Beliefs, and Values

u Psychomotor
u Skill, Performance, and Behaviors



Bloom’s Taxonomy 

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/blooms-taxonomy/




Verbs to Avoid:
Poorly defined, open to interpretation, 
and unquantifiable 

u Appreciate

u Believe

u Know

u Learn

u Understand

Replace with definable and 
measurable action verbs
u Know 

u Identify, List, Recite, Define, Recognize, 
Retrieve

u Understand
u Define, Contrast, Interpret, Classify, 

Describe, Sort, Explain, Illustrate

u Appreciate (cognitive)
u Implement, Execute, Use, Complete, 

Apply

u Appreciate (affective)
u Rate as valuable, Rank as important

u Believe
u Identify, Rate, or Rank as a belief or 

opinion



Using Questions to Formulate Learning 
Objectives:

q What do we want students to 
know?

q How long will it take students learn 
it?

q How will they demonstrate their 
knowledge?

q To what degree must they master 
the expected knowledge?

VCU Health “Writing Meaningful 
Learning Objectives” – Dr. Mike Ryan

“By the conclusion of the pediatrics 
clerkship, the third year medical 
student will identify the most 
appropriate management plan for 
hospitalized pediatric patients 
presenting with community-acquired 
pneumonia, as measured by 
achieving a passing score on the 
NBME shelf exam.” 

https://wp.vcu.edu/iteach/portfolio-items/writing-meaningful-learning-objectives-dr-mike-ryan/


Learning Objectives Template:

u By _______________, the ___________________ will __________________________ 

______________ as measured by ___________________. 

u Time frame – typically a lecture or course
u Learner Classification – who is the learner
u Verb – observable action

u To what degree – how much or how well done

u What – the skill or knowledge being assessed
u Assessment – method of evaluation

time frame learner classification action verb (to what degree)

what assessment



Learning Objectives Examples

Poorly defined LO
“After participating in this 
session, attendees should 
be able to explain change 
management.”

Well-defined LO
“After participating in this 
session, attendees should 
be able to describe the 
three essential elements of 
change management.” 



Learning Objectives Examples

Poorly defined LO
“After participating in this 
session, attendees should 
be able to explain change 
management.”

Well-defined LO
“After participating in this 
session, attendees should 
be able to describe the 
three essential elements of 
change management.” 

Time

Measurable Verb 
– Remembering 
Level Blooms

Specific 
Outcome 
Expectation

Open to 
interpretation –
Difficult to quantify



Matching Learning Objectives with Appropriate 
Academic Tasks

Adapted from Thomas, et al., 2016

Cognitive:
Knowledge

Cognitive: Problem 
Solving

Affective: 
Attitudinal

Psychomotor: 
Skills or 
Competence

Psychomotor: 
Behavioral or 
Performance

Readings Problem-based
Learning / Inquiry-
based Learning

Discussions (large 
or small group)

Real-life and 
Supervised Clinical 
Experiences

Audio or Video 
Review of Learner*

Lectures Team-based Learning Reflection on 
Experiences (e.g. 
writing)

Simulation and 
Artificial Models*

Behavioral / 
Environmental 
Interventions*

Online Learning 
Resources

Peer Teaching Role Models Standardized
Patients*

Team-based 
Learning

Role-plays Role-plays

Peer Teaching Audio or Video 
Review of Learner*

*Assumes timely feedback is integrated into the method



Best Practices for Effectively Using 
Learning Objectives
u Include a manageable amount of specific, measureable objectives

u Should be reasonable for the students to focus on what they should be learning and obtainable 
for instruction within a given time period.

u Repeatedly reference and embed them into course content, instruction, and assessment.
u They should not be listed and forgotten, never again to be referenced.

u Model the use of LO’s
u Ex: Explaining how factual knowledge about X allows one to develop a treatment plan for Y, 

using verbal language from a learning objective. 
u Use of graphic organizers 

u Especially helpful for visual learners

u Write LO’s with assessment in mind 
u What do you truly expect students to be able to demonstrate they have learned? 

u Plan instruction and learning activities with this in mind. 



Learning Activities:
1. Write 1 – 3 broad educational goal(s) (based on your educational content).

a) Do these goals relate to a defined competency set for medical education?

b) Do these goals support the overall aims of the program mission and goal?

2. Write 1 SMART educational objective of each type (cognitive, affective, and 
psychomotor) using the provided LO template.
a) Does each of your objectives contain the elements of a well-defined learning 

objective?

b) Do your SMART goals support and further define your broad educational goals?

c) Can you map these objectives to the defined competency set for medical 
education?

3. How will your learning objectives, as worded, focus the content, educational 
methods, and evaluation strategies of your curriculum?
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