Teaching and Learning Enhancement (TALE) Center

TALE Teaching Tip:

Making Student Learning Objectives Relevant and Transparent

Student Learning Objectives (SLOs), Goals, Outcomes: Is there a Difference?

Educators have difficulty reaching agreement on this question. As a rule, goals broadly state what a program or course
wants to achieve e.g. problem-solving and writing skills. Objectives define or describe specific skills at the course level.
On the other hand, "learning outcomes" "... describe how students will be different because of a learning experience. ...
The knowledge, skills, attitudes, and habits of mind that students take with them from a learning experience."! In short,
what the desired results are going to be.
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Figure 1.1 Differentiating Between Learning Goals, Objectives, and Outcomes

From Elizabeth F. Barkley and Claire Howell Major, Learning Assessment Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2016), 15.

Two Audiences

In many cases, we write SLOs to seek curriculum approval for course design or redesign. Our primary audience:
colleagues and administrators, who are reviewing the course proposal and make presumptions about the relevancy of our
goals, objectives, outcomes. Subsequently, the language of our SLOs may persuade colleagues, but how will they be
perceived by students if we simply cut-and-paste that language from a master syllabus to a course syllabus? When our
students are the audience, our learning objectives, goals, and desired results should be made relevant and transparent.

Research on learning and motivation offers several reasons to make SLOs relevant and transparent.

First, if we engage students in our subject matter in a positive emotional level, they are more likely to learn. L. Dee Fink
argues that mobilizing students’ affective domains by helping them discover ways to care about their course content or
see its human dimensions will increase student engagement.

Second, motivation theories note that tapping into intrinsic motives will improve student engagement more so than
extrinsic motivators such as grades, awards, or credentialing. If students’ only motivation is extrinsic, they are more likely
to cram, not learn, to earn a grade. In How Learning Works, the authors maintain that if students’ subjective values and
expectancies are met, they will deepen learning.

Third, relevant objectives and goals define the significance of what we are doing, which may increase student
engagement and learning. Note that simply telling students why a topic or unit is essential, does not guarantee “buy in”
any more than a patient follows a doctor’s advice, but it's a start. Many of our students take an instrumental approach to
their learning — they want to know how assignments and course will benefit them. If we are teaching a general education
course, then students may even see the course and its assignments as an obstacle to their career and thereby engage in

! Linda Suskie, Assessing Student Learning: A Common Sense Guide, 2™ ed (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009), 117.
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resistance. Therefore, when we articulate our course objectives, goals, units, and daily lessons, choose language that is
relatable and relevant.

Finally, not only should we make our content relevant, we should also be transparent about how to achieve our desired
results. Our goals should make “obvious the intellectual practices involved in completing and evaluating a learning task.” 2
As experts we know what A-level work looks like, but can we articulate that to students? If you struggle with this, welcome
to the “curse of expert knowledge.” Our goals should help students uncover our disciplinary ways of knowing. We cannot
assume that students know how to read, write, research, etc. in our discipline. In making our goals transparent, helping
them to learn how to learn, we will create a more equitable classroom in which every student has the potential to thrive.
And it all begins with writing SLOs that are meaningful to students. These SLOs must guide us in every decision we make
about assessments, learning activities, and teaching strategies. Rule of thumb: if a student were to ask us why they must
learn the content, we should have a persuasive answer that begins with clearly developed SLOs.

Incorporate your SLOs into Teaching, not just your Syllabus
We have many ways to build SLOs into our teaching. To create coherency, it's important to routinely use the language of
the SLOs and goals in your daily class meetings. Here’s a short list of potential techniques:

¢ Point to the syllabus when making reference to goals and objectives, it is a road map for learning.

e Start class with a reminder of objectives or goals and how they relate to the desired results.

e Start class with a writing prompt, activity, or problem that sheds light on the significance of daily goals (a.k.a. bell
ringers).

e Start a new topic or unit with prior knowledge and perception survey or short quiz to provide focus on the goals.

e Pose a scenario or tell a story that creates dramatic interest or demands a solution that relates to the goals.

¢ Point out the creative, critical, or practical skills that are being developed which are promised in the SLOs and
shed light on disciplinary ways of thinking.

e Use the words of your SLOs and goals in course assignments and feedback to students. (E.qg. if | have a learning
goal that asks students to support a thesis with corroborating evidence, | do not simply put a question mark in the
margins or write “so what?”; | write, “weak corroboration.”)

e Encourage students to ponder the stakeholders who might benefit from their mastery of any goal.

e Make time in-class to discuss an upcoming assignment and how it will contribute to the learning goals.

o Make time to explain various aspects of your disciplinary ways of knowing when its appropriate to the content or
class activity. (E.g. before my students tackle a film review, over the course of two or three class meetings, | will
have spent time answering questions about the assignment, discussing the writing process, looking at examples,
etc.)

e End a topic or unit that compares their prior knowledge and perception to their current state of knowledge.

e Encourage students to make connections between earlier objectives and goals through review activities or low-
stakes or no-stakes quizzing.

e Use or assign concept maps or flow charts that enables students to make connections during a unit or throughout
the semester that align with the language of objectives and goals.

e Atthe end of class, use a writing prompt, minute paper, etc that encourages students to ponder the essential
goals for the day.

e Before each class ends, review goals for the next class meeting or assignment and relate them to the course
outcomes. (I have my syllabus and calendar ready to share and relate.)

If the curse of expertise leads you to struggle with making your goals relevant and transparent, many disciplinary
organizations offer resources. In addition, consult the department’s master syllabus to explore the wording. Yet be open
to presenting them to students in ways that are more relatable, relevant, and transparent.

Crafting Student Learning Objectives
1. Ourlanguage to craft SLOs should focus on what students will be able to do, value, think, etc.
2. Use action verbs that accurately reflect the levels of aspiration.

2 Amy B. Mulnix, “The Power of Transparency in your Teaching,” Faculty Focus, 12 November 2018.
(https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/course-design-ideas/power-transparency-teaching/ accessed on 8
June 2020)
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The key to crafting learning goals, objectives, and outcomes is to find the sweet spot: be neither too vague nor too
specific. Linda Suskie illustrates with an example from information literacy: 3

Too vague: Students will demonstrate information literacy skills.
Too specific: Students will be able to use the college's online services to retrieve information.
Better: Students will locate information and evaluate it critically for its validity and appropriateness.

Student learning goals should explain "why" the outcome is important, and this is the advantage of Suskie's third
example.

Some phrases that are often considered too vague: "students will learn, know, understand, etc." These terms are "fuzzy"
because they may carry several meanings. For example, to understand might mean that students will memorize, recall,
or be able to use information; these are not synonymous cognitive skill levels.

Countless taxonomies are available; many of these match action verbs to learning activities or types of assignments. The
most famous is Bloom's taxonomy (1956), which groups behavior into affective, psychomotor, and cognitive domains; the
cognitive domain is the most well-known among these. The original levels of Bloom's taxonomy of the cognitive domain
are knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.

For a more thorough discussion with action verbs and a description of student learning behavior, see EdPsychinteractive.
In 2001, L. W. Anderson and D. R. Krathwohl revised Bloom's taxonomy. The levels of their taxonomy are remember,
understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create. Some representations of Bloom's taxonomy match the cognitive level
to numerous action verbs and learning activities. Table 1 shares L. Dee Fink’s “Verbs for Significant Learning
Experiences.” Table 2 draws together Bloom's taxonomy, the revision by Krathwohl and Anderson, and verbs for the
digital age. Tables 3 and 4 provide taxonomies for the affective and psychomotor domains.

VALUE Rubrics, General Education Points, and Course Proposals: At Bloomsburg University credits to graduate are
calculated separately from points earned to fulfill the “MyCore” General Education. When a course is proposed to earn
general education points, faculty must demonstrate how their course will contribute to one or more of the ten goals by
incorporating action verbs from Bloom’s taxonomy and explain how they will assess student learning by consulting and
adapting the AACU’s VALUE rubrics.

Below, please find a chart that matches L. Dee Fink's Significant Learning Taxonomies with performance verbs and
potential activities called LAT (Learning Assessment Techniques). Fink's taxonomy is followed by Krathwohl and
Anderson's revised taxonomies for the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains. The cognitive and affective
domains match performance verbs with potential learning activities and assessments to help inspire you.

3 Suskie, Assessing Student Learning, 2" ed., 130.

4 |, Dee Fink, Creating Significant Learning Experiences: An Integrated Approach to Designing College COUrses, rev. ed. (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013), 89.
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Outcomes Assessment and the Affective Domain: The cognitive and psychomotor domains are easier to
quantify if you are being asked to measure and report results, whereas measuring outcomes in the affective
domain presents challenges. At the highest level, how would you know if students internalized values? Yet,
when we think about students embracing our disciplinary standards and becoming life-long learners,
incorporating the affective domain into our goals, objectives, and outcomes are the heart of our vocation as
teachers.
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