Chapter 2

Behavioural objectives
and W. ]J. Popham

In his Awn Evaluation Guidebook: A Set of Practical Guidelines for the Educational
Fvaluator (1972), W. J. Popham argues strongly for a behavioural objectives
model of teaching and learning, an approach that has had a considerable influ-
ence on the field of curriculum, culminating in the development of a national
curriculum in the United Kingdom in the 1990s and similar policy iniciatives
round the world. Though educational theorists such as Popham embraced
i technicist model of curriculum inherent in the specification of behavioural
objectives, other curriculum theorists associated with this approach argued
for weaker versions. Ralph Tyler (1950), for example, argued that specify-
ing objectives was the only logical way of determining learning experiences.
However, he did not subscribe to the view that they could be broken down
into thousands of detailed educational sub-purposes, because he felt that this
would unnecessarily rescrict the teacher, and overwhelm their capacity to use
them.

The rationale for developing this type of curriculum model was to provide
clarity of purpose where none previously existed:

The major advantages of such objectives is that they promote increased
clarity regarding educational intents, whereas vague and unmeasurable
objectives yield considerable ambiguity and, as a consequence, the pos-
sibility of many interprerations not only of what the objective means but,
perhaps more importantly, whether it has been accomplished.

(Popham, 1972, p. 31)

Behavioural objectives, for Popham, therefore have a number of features.
Mirst, they have to be unambiguously stated so that they provide explicit
descriptions of the behaviours which should occur after instruction has taken
place. These behaviours furthermore have to be stated so that any group of
renonnhle observers would agree that the individual concerned has shown
themnelves capable of performing them. Second, those behaviours have to refer
o the lenrner and not the teacher, The teacher may devise systems of instruc-
lon whic b chemeselves uve merie, however, if they do not lead to the desired
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and pre-specified behaviours in learners, then they cannot be considered useful.
Third, chose behaviours should be expressed so that they can be measured;
clarity is thus reduced to measurability. He therefore proposes that: “The
educational evaluator should encourage the use of instructional objectives
which provide explicit descriptions of the post-instruction behaviour desired
of learners’ (1972, p. 33).

This is qualified by Popham to the extent that some objectives for instruc-
tional purposes are so intrinsically important that even if they cannot be
measured they should still be ‘ncluded in che curriculum, for example aesthetic
sts that unmeasurable goals should not

appreciation. However, he sugge
alter the proportion so that most of

dominate the curriculum: “We need to
our goals are of a measurable nature, thus permitting us to determine whether
they have been accomplished and, consequently, allowing us to get better at
achieving them’ (1972, p. 33).

Though he allows some licence for the teaching of unmeasurable goals for
instructional purposes, he states quite explicily chat for evaluation purposes,
unmeasurable goals are of no use. Thus, Popham’s second proposition is that:

While recognising that non-measurable goals will be of limited use for his
[sic} purposes, the educational evaluator must be aware that instructors
may wish to devote a reasonable proportion of their efforts to the pursuit
of important but currently unassessable objectives.

(1972, p. 35)

It should be noted here that Popham qualifies this acceptance of non-measurable
goals with the suggestion that though currently they are non-assessable, they
may be in the future.

Popham further explicates the differences between measurable and non-
measurable goals by drawing a distinction beeween selecting from alternatives
and constructing answers. He gives examples of cach. In the first case the
learner selects the true or false answer from a list of multiple-choice questions.
In the second case, the learner constructs a response in the form of an essay, or
a performance. In this latter case, for Popham, it is important that rather than
relying on a general impression as to whether the learner is able to perform
the action, criteria for adequacy are given so that it satisfies a group of judges.
Again, he qualifies this, so that if the performance involves a number ol
criteria, those criteria should be so formulated that these judges should be able
to determine, and agree amongst themselves, chat the learner is able to fulfil
a satisfactory proportion of those criteria. Thus Popham's third proposition in
relation to behavioural objectives is that: “T'he educational evaluator must
g instructional objectives which require

identify criteria of adequacy when usin
constructed responses from learners (1972, p. 39).
about the generality of content within the behavioural

He is also concerned
roal of unde patunding the

objective, He provides an example relating to the
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na:“ratilve form of Beownlf, the epic tenth-century poem. The behavioural
ob1ecc1ve.can be expressed either as the identification of three elements th;r
Cha}racterlse the epic form in Beowulf, or as three elements that CImmcteriL;L‘ the
epic form. Indeed, he argues that the most contentious issue -with regard t'.
the formulation of behavioural objectives is the degree to which theyi(houlz
be expressed as specific instances or general statements. Popham'’s strictures do
not 1_'ulc out the possibility of expressing such instructional obj.t':ct.ive;; as
relating to particular expressions of literary forms or the form itself and.th.e
assumption that is being made by him is that the form is a rclarive]’y unam-
blguous and accepred item of knowledge. The distinction that he makes then
is bemfe.en content generality and test item equivalence and thus his fourth
proposition allows for some measure of generalicy: “The educational evaluat .r
should foster the use of measurable objectives which possess content rcncrz;l'(t).
rat'her l'hﬂ.l"l test item equivalence’ (1972, p. 40). In fact Popham )i)\fidE“» ln.}'{
guidance for determining whether objectives should be F:peciﬁc or ;eneral I.bu(tl
suggests only that instructors may prefer to work at a level of generalit , d
thus this should not be ruled out. ¢ o

Popham makes a furcher suggestion to the effect that behavioural objectives
sh?uld take account of proficiency levels of performance, and t.hat the ’] %houl&
refer to either che individual learner or the class as’a whole ()t})‘;:ctivc'
therefore can be formulated so that they are only partially achiE\:'ed t]mt thi:
does not rule our cheir usefulness as curriculum tools. In line with tlr;c reneral
thjust_ of Popham's argument, the suggestion is that a proportionéjuf the
objective can be achieved, whether by the individual or the class. The ob“ectivé
has therefore hef_:n met if nine our of ten members of the class t.‘an p.erf(ljrm in
a way that satisfies che criteria. He is equivocal about how these pfﬁportiom
should be worked out, and in the end leaves it to wise judgement tl.mu h h{
expresses this not in terms of political imperatives or drivers ].)I‘J.t in ferm'
of insightful appraisal as to how learners should perform, taking into accour :
both their previous performance and how they comparﬁi to other individLlll;
and age-related groups. Thus Popham'’s fifth jﬁjunction is that: ‘Prior to the
introduceion of the instructional trearment educational evaluators ShOl.lid
;:1"1\:t'I to L;I.‘-{&I)'})lljllt-‘»}"l minimal proficiency levels for instructional objectives’

72, p.A0).

Popham further suggests thar educational objectives need to be disag-
gregated according to the types of behaviours that they were designed %{)
promote. .I drawing on Bloom's Taxvnomy of Educational O;’)jec‘xivas‘ with regard
to cognition (Bloom and Krathwohl, 1956) and Krachwohl's Y}zxmamb-' in
elution to the affective domain (Krathwohl ef &f., 1964), Popham at ut:s)th'dt
curticulum-makers should use these to develop r.heir, lists of bcﬁaviourai

dbiserives ‘o LYTIE I — : 5

~|1 ctives. Three types of objectives are identified: the cognitive the affective
|||. the puychomotor, These i turn are broken down into six cognitive
domuaing (knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and

evitluntion), hive wllective domuins receiving, responding, valuing, organising
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and characterising by a value or value complex), and five psychomotor domains
(perception, set, guided response, mechanism and complex overt response).
Thus Popham’s sixth injunction is that: "The educational evaluator will often
find the Taxonomies of Educational Objectives useful both in describing
instructional objectives under consideration and in generating new objectives’
(1972, p. 44).

Popham’s final piece of advice on writing objectives is that the curriculum-
maker should borrow from existing banks of objectives to suit their needs.
His last proposition is that: “I'he educational evaluator should consider the
possibility of selecting measurable objectives from extant collections of such
objectives’ (1972, p. 50).

Within this tightly defined system there are a number of propositions about
curriculum knowledge that need to be examined. These relate to the nature
of pedagogic knowledge and, in particular, to the reductionist form that
the behavioural-objectives model implies; exclusions and inclusions wichin
the knowledge corpus to fit the model; the purporred value-free nature of the
process that is advocated by behavioural objectives modellers; and the clear
separation of means and ends in the system.

An epistemological critique of the model

A behavioural objectives model has to be operationalised, and, since the
process involves the specification of observable performances and not inner
states of being of the learner, hehavioural indicators can only serve as approxi-
mations of these inner states. Bloom ¢f «f. (1971, pp. 33_4), for example,
argue that words which refer to those inner states are acceptable as general
statements of intent, but then have to be broken down into performative

behaviours:

Thus while ‘understands’, ‘appreciates’, ‘learns’ and the like are perfectly
good words that can be used in an initial, general statement of an objec-
tive, they should be further clarified by the use of active or operational

verbs that are not open to mis-interpretation.

The logic of their argument s that if words and phrases used in constructing
objectives are clarified propertly, then they can be cranslated into verifiable
actions by the learner, so that the verification of those behaviours is not open
to misinterpretation. Whereas it may seem ¢hat this follows directly from the
need to clarify, in fact it introduces a new .dea. The student behaviour that is
being evaluated can only qualify as a proper objective if it is capable of being
evaluated in an unequivocal way. This would seem to exclude the evaluarion
of a number of behaviours and therefore a number of inner states of the
individual because any enactment of them is always open to interpretation as
logically they can only be framed in this way. Some worthwhile educational
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activities are designed to be open to a number of interpretations, and cthus
within the strict boundaries of a behavioural objectives model t]’l,f"if: W()LI:I
h:%ve to be excluded. It is clear here that the model fits bertel; (‘ert-;din ty 1:3
of actwl'nc; than others; and chus to include all worthwhile aftivities }“l;)'ll
;ecessartly 1”“"01"6 a distortion or packaging of some of them to ﬁ.t the n-wd:l
CLT;?;E}Z:‘?{ these might include the more expressive objectives of the
_Tht'.rt': is a further problem with the atomised model of knowledge that is
being prgpnsed. A subject or discipline is broken down into its coiétit en;:
parts which are then expressed in terms of behavioural objectives QinC'uh'
will cm}sist of more and less difficulc operations for the stcudent to a.(‘::eq‘; t‘; ; IS:
or:.ier '()t rhc:j;c objectives has to be established, and this order com ri-qe*q‘ -:c- O’n?(i
pr?ncqlalcs for progression chrough a subject. In mathcmaﬂcs I—;-r)r exin?ﬁd
this might consist of logically prior operations being raught Whl:Ch the stucll-' :t
needs to be able to do before they can proceed to hiéher—level 0 wcr*xtio(r:
Thc completion of one particular type of task entailsgmastery ofi .n‘umbS‘
of malthematical operations that precede it. The one cannot be pcrforr‘ned witlﬁl—‘
E:L;tllziz](:)‘ther, and this is a logical way of understanding progression within
I—Iowe‘ver, a distinction can be drawn between disciplinary knowledge and
pedagoglc knowledge, where rhis is understood as being between those i) ric'Kl
connections and relations between different items of know.ledge- andé) tld*
optimum way children actually learn (the enactment of pedagogic knowled '1;‘
and rhca:c two ways of ordering a disciplinary form ofknowledge may conﬂ%ﬁt‘
In the first case a belief in logos is essential to sustain the character of tl.lf_.'
argument, and in che second case, a belief has to be sustained that there is an
optimum way by which children should progress through a disci l'r; ; r
structure. If, however, neither a belief in Iogos; nor a belief in an o rt)ilimir3
way of progressing through a discipline can be sustained, then pro *rESSiOD m
i is L'.urr.cntly understood is merely conventional. If it is r’nerely cmf’vention:f
then it is open to being changed because it has no a-historical warrant ‘A,
lw]z-.mqurul objectives model with its atomistic implications im iiej w
form of logical ordering berween the differenc items z.md this 1 rrlorpcs til 'some
other possibilities referred to above: an optimum (;l’ nﬂturzﬂ chelﬁ mc twci
process of learning and a conventional ordering withour any fo d? on i
cither logic or psychology. : S
Dunne (1988), a critic of behavioural objectives, argues chat there is no clear
connection between teaching these atomised forms of knowledge '.m.d incul ;
Ing intellectual vircues which may be an important goal for Elle f:ducl'acritr_
I'he most appropriate way of inculcating intellectual virtues such as respect f‘{)l-'
truth, critical appreciation and che like is through processes and ni'fh d
which do not reflect the behavioural objecrives model ul_ltach\ing and ]e;ﬂi:}) Ts
Dunne further questions whether a behavioural nhit'f'ri.w: nt‘ce%‘%'lrlf:
contains within e the unambiguous evidence for s verifi '.ni.cm_ He .|:(J‘i|‘1cr‘~'lr(y)



26 Behavioural objectives and W. . Popham

the problem with a technicist language by definicion precluding the need for
interpretation, and the imperative of the behavioural objectives movement for
unequivocal agreement that the behaviour being observed has been performed
by the individual: “This other assumption is what might be called practical
verificationism — the stipulation that a well-formed statement of objectives
must contain an indication of the evidence that would be required to verify
whether or not it has been fulfilled’ (1988, p. 67).

However, though this requirement was specified in the original model, a
modified version is still logically coherent. Indeed, a modified version could
be reconfigured as an objectives model, in which the links between inputs
and outputs are considerably weakened, where these links refer to what is
taught, how it is taught and what is learned. The OFSTED model in the UK
is essentially of this type, since it involves a group of independent assessors
observing teachers’ and head teachers’ behaviours at work, and then making
an assessment as to whether and to what degree they meet 4 set of descriptors
that are pre-specified by the body which is external to the school. Though
this variant on the behavioural objectives model would seem to exclude the
initial specification of objectives by the deliverer of the programme or by some
other agency that compels that deliverer to operationalise these pre-specified
objectives, what occurs in practice is that because the OFSTED inspection
has attached to it a set of sanctions that if imposed have serious consequences
for the institution being inspected, the teachers and head teacher wichin that
institution rapidly conform to the behaviours specified in the evaluation
protocol.

There is a further consequence: a behavioural objectives model in its most
extreme form must specify those types of objectives that conform ro the model
and exclude those objectives that do not. And as I have suggested, this means
that the objectives or purposes of a curriculum and the relative priority that
is given to each of them is determined not by the criteria that a socicty
develops as to the most appropriate and worthwhile items that should go in a
curriculum, but by whether those objectives can fit a behavioural objectives
model: or in other words, whether they can be specified in such detail, that, to
use Dunne’s term, they can be practically verified. I have already suggested
that the objectives of a society as they are expressed in a school curriculum do
not always take the same form. That is, some of these objectives can be better
formulated within the model proposed by behavioural objectivists than others.
For example, it is unlikely that expressive objectives can be formulated in such
a way that an unambiguous view can be taken of whether the individual
pupil can perform them. If such an unambiguous view can be given, it s likely
thar the expressive objective has been so formulated thart it loses some of its
force. As a result, there is a temptation to discard or marginalise objectives
such as chese, not because they are not worthwhile and thus should not form
an essential part of the curriculum, but because they do not and cannot

conform to the curriculum model being used.

Behavioural objectives and W. J. Popham 27

Stenhouse (1975) in his seminal book, An Intreduction to Carviculum Research
and Developnient, offers other objections to the behavioural objectives form of
knowledge. The first of these objections is that trivial learning behaviours may
be _prioritised at the expense of more important outcomes because they are
easier to operationalise. As Stenhouse points out, the way this objection is
framed can only be resolved by empirical investigation. However, there 1s a
more profound point at issue, which is not directly addressed by the way this
objection is framed, and this is chat certain types of objectives can be framed
in behavioural objectives terms (we may then want to call them crivial, but
t‘hat is a different argument), whereas other types of objectives cannot be so
framed. Thus concern for the spiritual well-being of pupils may be an entirely
legitimate aspiration for a curriculum-maker, but determining whether at
the end of a course of teaching this has been achieved is more difficult. In chis
pe}rticular case, it can only be framed as a guiding principle and not as a srate
of behaviour that can be identified after the event, however long after the event
an attempt is made to identify it. However, there is a further part of che argu-
ment that we need to address: given that 1t 1s easier to express some objccti?es
in behavioural terms and thar these tend to be at a low level, then these will
be prioritised at the expense of higher-level objectives simply because the
latter cannot be expressed in simple identifiable terms. So, if a behavioural
objectives model is adopted and there is pressure on teachers to teach to those
objectives that can be measured in relatively simple ways, then these will be
prioritised at the expense of those objectives which cannot be so measured.
This is an argument that can be tested empirically. Galton e /. (2003)
and Galton and MacBeath (2002) suggest that a deliberate narrowing of
the primary school curriculum has occurred in the UK since the mid-1980s
in response to the imposition by policy-makers of a behavioural objectives
curriculum model, so that the school in general achieves a better position in
the league table (in which schools’ attainments in relation to specified targets
are compared) with consequent losses in creativity and motivation.

Dunne makes a furcher point about such a specification. A behavioural
objective has to be written at a general enough level so that an unequivocal
judgement can be made as to whether it has been mer. This presumes that
the judgement being made is devoid of context, as consideration of context
may not allow the behaviour being assessed to be unequivocally determined.
The language used in the framing of the objective therefore has to be of
a technicist nature, which means that the language itself has been stripped

of all those elements thar refer to context. In short, the language has to
e decontextualised: “What must be overcome, likewise, is any boundedness
by particular contexts — any relativizing or qualifying to be done by users of
this language in deference to a particular context in which it is used’ {(Dunne
O8RS, p. 67) ,

Furthermore, this language has to be explicie, and a behavioural objectives
model riles out not only context, but also the tacit element of language.
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Delivering the curriculum

In this model, teaching is understood as the delivery of a set of pre-specified
behavioural objectives which can be cranslated into observable behaviours and
it is therefore positioned between the formulation of objectives and the
evaluation of pupil behaviours after the event. The technical language chere-
fore applies to this activity as much as it does to the input and output phases
of the process. This approach turns the ceacher into a technician, in the sense
that a teacher cannot during the course of the encounter with the student
speculate about the worth of the objectives or goals. Thesc goals are pre-set,
and thus context is ignored. One problem chen is that the post-teaching
evaluation can throw light only on the effectiveness of the teaching procedure
racher than on the appropriateness of the objective or on what is being raught.
A second objection is that the type of evidence demanded by the behavioural
objectives model cannot provide any guidance as to how the teacher should
modify their behaviour so as to produce better results. A behavioural objectives
model that is underpinned by a taxonomic analysis of knowledge content does
not take account of pedagogical knowledge or the way students learn.

With such a specification of the teacher—learner relationship, no account
s taken of unintended effects. Since the purpose is effectively achieved if the
learner can perform the clearly and explicitly stated action, the means to
achieve this become irrelevant. So there is both an issue about unintended
effects and an issue about the ethical consequences of arguing that any means
are appropriate if the desired end is achieved. Means furthermore in this
scenario are treated as ethically neutral since they do not figure as actions o
be deemed ethical or not, but simply as actions which can only be judged
to be erhically sound if the end-point of the process is achieved. Means are
judged by criteria such as efficiency and effectiveness. Dunne (1988, p. 68)
points out the following:

1 have been saying that these authors make a clear cut separation of ends
and means, and deny any intrinsic purpose to means on the grounds that
verified effectiveness in achieving given ends is the only relevant basis for
selecting means (or ‘methods’). No method, then, can, a priori, be eicher
excluded or preferred to any other means.

Despite this clear separation of means and ends, governments in the United
Kingdom have developed curricula wichin a behavioural objectives model,
and at the same time intervened in the specification of means as well. Thus
the logic of the behavioural objectives model has been commandeered to pro-
duce a performative model in which teachers are held accountable for both the
production of good ends and the efficient following of means (teaching
approaches) specified by outside bodies.

A further objection, made by Stenhouse (1975), is that pre-specifying

explicnt poals means that the teacher s rarely ina position to tiboe nddvantage of
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unexpected instructional opportunities. As Stenhouse notes, this can only be
te‘sted empirically, but it would seem logical to suggest that teachér% comcsious
(E-f the need to meer the requirements of pre-specified goals will d.elibe‘ratcl;'
forgo other opportunities for learning even if they can see some benefic for
their sl;mdents. However, implicit within chis argument is a further normative
question, and this 1s whether it is appropriate for the teacher to forgo such
learr}lflg opportun ities, especially when they are also concerned to map the pre-
specified curriculum to the developmental patterns of their students as t.he '
understand them. =R
Stenhouse argues chat the teacher should be concerned not only with
stludent.s’ behavioural changes, but also with wider issues such as the echical
dimension of their behaviour, unexpected outcomes of adopting a rigid bch'lx"i—
oural objectives regime, and the consequences of their behaviour on ot‘hcr
stakeholders such as parents. This argument assumes that ends and means can
be clearly scparated, and that the ethcient delivery of behavioural ob'(t"cti;es
can be achieved without the teacher paying any accention ro unei].vecte-d
consequences. A child can be forced to learn something and does so ef‘f‘f:c.tiv.el.v
however, the means employed by which the child l.earns may have Futu;r_:
consequences both for them as persons and for the subsequent absérption of thar
kn(j\\fle(!ge, which may in the end be harmful to that child. . ‘
Stenhouse further suggests that a behavioural objectives model denies che
t\(:ii.(‘hf:l‘ that degree of independence from external bodies and in parri.cular
from governments that is needed if a free society is to be sustained and if a
}mly educated society is to be developed. For example, he argues tharr'
classrooms cannot be bettered except chrough the agency of teachers: teachere‘
must be critics of work in curriculum not docile agents’ (Stenhouse .1975\
p. 75). Stenhouse’s objections rest on a particular model of how T.'{:ElChC‘I‘.S’SI'IOI:l](j
behave, which is fundamentally in conflict with governmental nﬁtionq of
|u'nl'(_‘ss;ifmalism. For Scenhouse, there can be no proper curriculum aevei() -
ment without the active engagement of the teacher. The teacher should not i)e
understood as a technician, whose role is to deliver a pre‘speciﬁed curriculum:

!iusiml_ly; the objectives approach is an attempt to improve practice by
increasing clarity about ends. Even if it were logically justifiable in terms
of knowledge — and it is not — there is a good gase for claiming that it is
not the way to improve practice. We do not teach people to jump higher
by sceting che bar higher, but by enabling them to criticise their present
|lu-r|nrm-.:|u ¢. It is process criteria which help the reacher to better hisu[s.ff]
CAartng.

(Stenhouse, 1975, p. 83)

Iy ; | 1
Vanmmary, the adoprion of a behavioural objectives model implies thar all
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which show up a long time after the teaching event and therefore cannot be
expressed immediately. Second, some outcomes can more easily be expressed
in behavioural terms and therefore it is likely that, if the teacher is under pres-
sure to deliver a curriculum expressed in outcome terms, they will prioritise
" | these objectives at the expense of those less amenable to measurement. Third,

( there is a temptarion to express a particular objective in quantitarive measur-
! able terms and thus emphasise the quantitative aspects of the attribute, with
. a consequent diminurion of its qualitative dimensions. The objective therefore
| becomes distorted. In the next chapter, Stenhouse’s advocacy of a process
| | model of curriculum development will be examined.
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