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What it is

Effective teaching starts with thoughtful course plan-

ning. The first step in preparing a course is to clearly
define your course learning goals. These goals describe

the broad, overarching expectations of what students
should be able to do by the end of the course, specifi-

cally what knowledge students should possess and/or

what skills they should be able to demonstrate. Instructors
use goals to design course assignments and assessments, and
to determine what teaching methods will work best to achieve the desired outcomes.

Why does it matter

Course learning goals are important for several reasons. They communicate the instructor’s
expectations to students on the syllabus. They guide the instructor’s selection of appropriate
teaching approaches, resources, and assignments. Learning goals inform colleagues who
are teaching related or dependent courses. Similar-
ly, departments can use them to map the curricu-
lum. Departmental reviews of the learning goals
ensure prerequisite courses teach the skills necessary
for subsequent courses, and that multiple courses are
not unnecessarily teaching redundant skills.

A syllabus usually includes
a learning goals section that
begins with a statement such
as, “At the end of this course,
students will be able to:” that
is followed by 4-6 learning
goals clearly defining the
skills and knowledge students
will be able to demonstrate.

Once defined, the overarching course learning
goals should inform the class-specific topics and
teaching methods. Consider an example goal:
“At the end of the course, students will be able to
apply social science data collection and analysis
techniques.” Several course sessions or units will be
needed to teach students the knowledge and skills necessary to meet this goal. One class
session might teach students how to design a survey; another could teach them how to
conduct a research interview.

How to use it

|. Brainstorming Goals

Faculty should start with a general list of course learning goals and then refine the list
to make the goals more specific. Edit the goals by taking into consideration the dif-
ferent abilities, interests, and expectations of your students and the amount of time
available for class instruction. How many goals can your students accomplish over the
length of the course? Consider including non-content goals such as skills that are im-
portant in the field.

Content goal: Analyze the key forces that influenced the rise of Japan as
an economic superpower.

Non-content goal: Conduct a literature search.
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Il. Writing Goals
The following list characterizes clearly-defined learning
goals. Goals should have the following S.M.A R.T. attributes.
Specific - Concise, well-defined statements of what students
will be able to do.
Measurable - The goals suggest how students will be as-
sessed. Start with action verbs that can be observed through
a test, homework, or project (e.g., define, apply, propose).
Non-measurable goal: Students will understand Maxwell’s Equa-
tions.

Measurable goal: Students will be able to apply the full set of Max-
well’s Equations to different events/situations.

Attainable - Students have the pre-requisite knowledge and
skills and the course is long enough that students can achieve
the goals.

Relevant - The skills or knowledge described are appropri-
ate for the course or the program in which the course is em-
bedded.

Time-bound - State when students should be able to dem-
onstrate the skill (end of the course, end of semester, etc.).

lll. Verb Choice

For many instructors the most difficult aspect of writing learn-
ing goals is ensuring the goals are measurable and attainable.
In an introductory science course, students may be expected to
recall or describe basic facts and concepts. In a senior humani-
ties course, students may be expected to conduct deep critical
analysis and synthesis of themes and concepts. There are nu-
merous aids online that suggest action verbs to use when writ-
ing learning goals that are measurable and achievable. These
aids are typically structured by Bloom’s taxonomy - a frame-
work for categorizing course goals by their challenge level. (See
“Bloom’s Taxonomy: Action Speaks Louder” in the Innovative
Instructor series). Below are examples of action verbs aligned
with Bloom’s taxonomy.

calculate convert describe discuss recognize

Understanding

(level 2) summarize estimate explain associate

Applylng interpret show sketch make practice solve
(level 3) dramatize apply manipulate show use illustrate
Analyzing articulate categorize classify contrast infer
(level 4) diagram differentiate distinguish examine
Evaluating argue assess choose conclude criticize debate
(level 5) decide defend evaluate justify propose
Creating compose construct create design

(level 6) hypothesize develop devise show write

Avoid vague verbs like “understand” or “know” when
writing learning goals because it can be difficult to
come to consensus on how they can be measured.
Think more specifically about what students should be
able to demonstrate.

Examples

Here are examples of learning goals for several different disci-
plines using a common introductory statement.

“By the end of this course, students will be able to do the following...

“Propose a cognitive neuroscience experiment that justifies
the choice of question, experimental method and explains
the logic of the proposed approach.” (Cognitive Science)

“Articulate specific connections between texts and histori-
cal, cultural, artistic, social and political contexts” (German
and Romance Languages and Literature)

“Design and conduct experiments.” (Chemistry)

“Design a system to meet desired needs within realistic
constraints such as economic, environmental, social,
political, ethical, health and safety, manufacturability, and
sustainability.” (Biomedical Engineering)

Additional Resources

 Bloom’s Taxonomy article.
https://cer.jhu.edu/files/InnovInstruct-BP_blooms-
taxonomy-action-speaks-louder.pdf

« Blog post on preparing a syllabus.
http://iilibrary.jhu.edu/2017/02/23/lunch-and-learn-
constructing-a-comprehensive-syllabus
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