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I. Problem

Behavioral objectives are used by instructional designers, re-
searchers , and evaluators . However , virtually no empirical analysis of
the structure and characteristics of such objectives has been reported.
Many individuals have been content to generate statements of objectives
with seeming confidence that almost any explicit statement of the goals
of the learing process will serve as a behavioral objective . As a re-
sult , so called “behavioral” objectives display a wide range of charac-
teristics .

Deno and Jenkins (1969) were ~~~ng the first to note that behav-
ioral objectives did not necessarily deal with highly observable behav-
iors . They asked 14 in—service educators to rate the observability of
99 verbs drawn from the objectives of a “widely—cited experimental cur-
riculum. ” The results clearly showed that many comeonly used verbs
received intermediate ra tings (around 3.0 on a 1 to 5 scale), and that
almost half of the “action” verbs received ratings toward the “us”—
observable end of the scale (3.0 to 4.9) . Deno and Jenkins concluded
that verbs used in behavioral objectives are selected for consistency of
usage rather than for maximum observability per se, and that the terms
“behavioral” and “observable” may not be synonymous.

This study by Deno and Jenkins dealt with only one component of an
objective , the verb , rated without context. }bst advoca tes of behav-
ioral objectives agree that an objective should have three comp onents :
(a) the verb , which states what the learner is to be able to do (e.g.,
to draw) , (b) the condition , which states the circuum tances under which
the action is to take place (e.g. , given a straight edge , pencil, and
paper), and the criterion, which states how well the action is to be
performed (e.g., with an accuracy of 90% or greater).

Gerl.ach and Barron (1974) extended the work of Deno and Jenkins in
a study designed to assess the role of the condition and criterion.
Twenty—one students in an advanced education course rated verbs, condi-
tions, and criteria, as well as statements containing these components .
They obtained verb ratings quite similar to those reported in the Deno
and Jenkins study. They also found that the choice of condition and
criterion statements appeared to have some influence on the rating of an
objective . This finding led to a reexamination of the assumption that
the verb is the most importan t part of an objective.

The present study was designed to deterinin~ the ratings of typical
verbs, conditions, and criteria used in behav- ii objectives. Addi-
tionally , the role which each type of component plays in a complete
objective was observed. Finally, the study was designed to explore the
effects of t~ur scales used to rate the various expressions.



II. Method

Materials

Twenty—five objectives were created by combining, on a quasi—rand ombasis, the required number of verbs , conditions, and criteria. Some
statements were rearranged to avoid combinations that seemed eithermeaningless or frivolous to the research team (e.g., “ to like . . . givenappropriate tools”) .  The components were selected to cover the entirerange of ratin~~ (1.0 to 5.0) obtained in previous work (Deno and Jenkins,1969; Ger lach and Barron, 1974). The rating booklets were prepared byrandomly listing the 25 items of each type (verbs , conditions , criteria ,objectives) on a single page and counterbalancing the order of the pagesto control for order effects . Each item appeared once in its componen tlist and once in the list of objectives . The four pages of lists, con-taining the 100 items to be rated , plus a cover page giving instructionsand five sample ratings constituted the exper imental booklet. The fourrating scales and four page orders generated sixteen difference booklets .

The four rating scales used in this study were most observable —least observable , precise - vague , clear — ambiguous , and concrete —abstract. Each subjec t rated items on only one of these scales . Thissca le was presented on each page of the booklet , along with a diagramon which the extremes were labeled A and E. Subjects recorded theirra tings on an IBM scoring sheet.

Subjects and Procedures

Eighty students in an upper—division education class participated
in this study as part of a regular class session. The booklets wereinterleaved in such a manner that every sixteenth subject received thesame book let. The subjects were given oral and written instructions
explaining the method of rating and the use of the scoring sheet.

Data Ana lysis

This s tudy was desi gned to ascertain the correlations between thethree separate components of behavioral objectives and the complete
objective in which they are embedded. The basic data consists of themeans and variances of the subjects’ ratings of each of the 100 items in
the booklet. All bivariate coefficients reported in this paper arePearson product—moment correlation coefficients.

Analysis was done by computer, using appropriate SPSS programs,after data were transferred from the IBM answer sheets to punched cards.



III. Results

When the mean ratings for the objectives are compared with those of
the components, it becomes apparent that the verb’s effect on the rating
is not as significant as had been assumed. Table 1 gives the means and
variances for four of the 25 objectives and components. These ratings
are fairly consistent across the four rating scales. In the first two
objectives, #11 and #18, little dif ference is found when the mean ra ting
for the objective is compared with the verb rating. However, when simi-
lar comparisons are made for the last objectives , #15 and #2, distinct
differences are observed . In these latter cases, the ratings for the
conditions and criteria are different from those of the verbs and the
ratings for the objectives tend to agree more with those obtained for
the conditions and criteria.

The correlations between mean ratings of individual components and
objectives are shown in Table 2. In each case, the correlation is based
on 25 pairs of scores——25 component means and 25 objectives. The pat-
tern of intercorrelations is generally the same for each rating scale ,
and the relative homogeneity of the coefficients suggests that each corn—
ponent makes nearly the same contribution to the rating of the objective .

Posi tive correlations were also found between the mean ratings of
conditions and criteria . These correlations ranged from +.l4 to +.36
and do not overlap with those reported in Table 2 , indicating that we
are dealing with very discrete and different phenomena.
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Rating Scale Verb Condition Criterion

Observability .43 .60 .58

Precision .39 .59 .71

Clarity .42 .62 .53

Concreteness .56 .52 .53

Table 2. Correlations Between Components
and Objectives

-4



IV . Discussion

The results of this study clearly indicate that conditions and cri-
teria contribute to individuals’ perceptions of objectives . This is in
marked contrast to findings of earlier s tudies , where the emphasis was
on the verb . The present study provides strong indication that vari-
ables other than the observability of the verb must be considered when
objectives are constructed . Instructional designers, researchers, and
evaluators must also be concerned with the choice of conditions and
criteria .

Since it is often meaningless to consider the observability of con-
ditions and criteria in isolation (e.g., “given the occasion,” or “con-
fiden tly” ) ,  the similarity of ratings for the four scales—observability ,
precision , clarity and concreteness——indicate that these characteristics
could be used interchangeably . If an objective is to be used to guide a
s tudent ’s study , it may be m ore informative to talk abou t its precision
or clarity than about its observability . In such cases, the instruc-
tional designer wants to be certain the studen t knows what is importan t
in the material. This is in contrast to the teacher’s desire to know
how the student will respond when he has mastered the material. It is
in this latter case that an observable behavior becomes important .

The quasi—random procedure used to assemble the objectives may have
resulted in a “built—in” correlation between the conditions and criteria
in some objectives . The investigators edited the list in an effort to
make sensible objectives. Nonsensical combinations, such as “To con-
struct x genuine ly , given a passage not encountered during the pas t
week” were either edited or replaced . This probably introducted a bias
against objectives in which very vague criteria were coup led with very
precise conditions or in which very precise criteria were coupled with
very vague conditions . However , as fa r  as method is concerned , this was
probably the best way to procede in order to avoid meaningless objec-
tives.

One other factor may have influenced the ratings obtained in this
study . In the list of objectives , “x” and “y” were inserted for the
di rect objects to avoid the use of specific subject mat ter  in the study .
The respondents ’ choice of a rep lacement for  these variables may also
have influenced their ratings . This is an area for fu ture  s tudy .

Despite the limitations suggested above , the evidence of the linpor-
tance of the condition and criterion is so strong that the authors are
moving to the nex t level of research : the experimenta l manipulation of
various levels of the variables “verb ,” “condition ,” and “criterion” in
an e f fo r t  to determine the e f fec t  on subjects ’ ability to (1) selec t
appropriate objectives for given situations and (2) construct objectives
of the highest possible quality . Furthermore , the research is being
extended to a non—school area , namely , the U. S. Air Force undergraduate
pilot training curriculum, in order to gather evidence regarding the
generalizability of the findings reported .
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