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The first term of our year, with its new enthusiasms and new 7tudents on which to practice them, has settled into a 
routine after all. Fall has passed almost without our knowing it. The snow has finally chosen to fall on us, and we can forsee a winter so long as to seem endless. 

TJ:ie editor of the MEJ is missing all this. She left 
~orthfiel~ l~st September for a year's stay in Italy, where she is now enJoying sun and well-deserved peace, except for our 
1:tters to her .. We ~ope she misses the MEJ. We certainly mi7s her. But in spite of the moments when nothing,including 

mail to I~aly, s:emed to go as it should, we are enjoying the task of discovering how to run a journal. 
TI:iis issue focuses upon the problems and the solutions found in new methods of teaching,and upon the excitements and qualms.of the teachers who must implement them. John Maxwell the edit?r of a ~ook entitled On Writing Behavioral Objective; for English,published by NCTE,discusses the behavio-r~al;----~ 

objective in terms of its usefulness for English teachers. 
?orothy Dalsgaard, a teacher at John Marshall High School i~ Rochester, 7ells o~ ~ays to make English teaching better without extensive revisions of curriculm or rearrangements of schedules and classes. Kent Bales reports the results of a conf:rence designed to bring college and secondary school English teachers closer together. And Mary Beth Boosalis a 
~ormer 7tudent ~t Carleton College, relates her experienc; 
in putting her ideas about teaching to work. 

W~ ~Ian for one of our next issues to focus on the life and writ 7ngs of O. E. R¢lvaag. Although Giants in the Earth 
wa7 ~u~lished_almost fifty years ago, there has been little criti~ism of it written, and R¢lvaag's other work has almost been ignored. We hope that the MEJ will contribute some interesting views of his writing-.-
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~OCllS 
Behavioral Objectives for 
English: Some Pro's and Con's 

by JOHN MAXWELL 
Upper Midwest Regional Educational Laboratory; Minneapolis 

Like it or not the writing of behavioral objectives is one 
of the largest inse;vice sports current in American education 
today. From coast to coast, and especially~ the coa7ts, 
(spectacularly, Florida an~ Calif?r~ia), writing behavior~! objectives has become a maJor activity and for _some, a maJor 
worry. 

At the moment the worriers seem to be concentrated in 
departments of Engiish. As one of the "humanistic" studies, English seems least amenable to reducing ~earning. to ?bservable events - the sine qua-~ of a good behavioral obJective. The Commission on English Curriculum of NCTE has gone on rec?rd, not against behavior~! objectives, bu~ against a less than rigorous 
approach to writing them for English. 

In the words of a resolution offered by the Commission and 
adopted and passed by the Board of Directors at the Washington 
convention in November 1969: 

While the Commission advocates that all teachers be open
minded about possible alternatives for defining and 
structuring the English curriculum - including the use of behavioral objectives - at the same time it urges caution. 

Both within the Commission and within the Board of Directors, 
there were substantial numbers who would have taken a stronger negative stance on the writing of behavioral objectives for the English language arts. In the words of one widely-known sch?l~r in English education, "Once you begin to play the game by writing 
behavioral objectives, you have lost the game to the s~stems people and the educational-industrial jugge:n~u 7." This stati:ment implies that consequent on a behavioral definiti?n of the subJect would be a highly mechanistic approach to education, a~ o~erwhelming focus on skills, a denigration of the "mentallstic" 
emphasis on attitudes and feelings which has been near the ~ore_ of English teaching for decades, and, ultimately a sharp shift in 
curriculum. 

WHAT'S A BEHAVIORAL OBJECTIVE? 
To draw such a response from an eminent man, a behavioral 
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objective must be pretty insidious. What after all is a be
havioral objectty~? ~e~n :iJt the usual ex~ples, a b~havioral 

objective looks pretty in~ocuous. A be~avioral objective merely· 

~tates that,_u~o~ completion of a certa:rn set of curriculum mater
ials and activities, a student will be able to do something he 
could not do before such work. 

To be more explicit, an example might help. 
1 

Given a play by Shakespeare, the student will be able 
2 3 

to state the locale of the play accurately. 

Note that the objective has three parts: a condition which 
more or less describes "the test," an action by the learner 

relevant to the subject-matter at hand~a quality criterion, 

or a statement of how well the student will be able to llo on the 
test. 

The objective (and we admit it's a trivial one) does not 

require that th 7 student read the play (nor does it prohibit him), 

but merely requires that he do sometfling observable (i.e. state 

the locale). The great empflasis in behavioral objectives writing 
is stating an action that can be observed so that one can tell 

whether or not the student has indeed learned something. 

·The word accurately in the objective (which could be inter

preted as correct!~ in tliis case) tells how the student should 

be expected to per orm. In some objectives, a percentage might 
be stated, such as "95% of the time." This is to allow for 
reasonable inaccuracy. 

It should be noted, however, that the quality criterion in 
behavioral objectives is usually quite high (85% to 95% bei.ng the 

ordinary range.) This is done on the grounds that if an objective 

is worth going after, then it ought to be one that the student 

does attain. The ordinary passing grade of 70% would be thought 
much too low to be tolerable. 

It is also consequent in the logic of behavioral definitions 
of a subject that the student is to succeed. It is implied that 

one ought not set forth objectives unless students are going to 

attain them, and it is incumbent on planners and teachers to 
grant that failure is in the teaching, not the learning. The 

student must be able to do something new and do it well. If 

he doesn't, then some recycling and/or retooling must take 
place until he does. 

Another aspect of behavioral objectives is that, when correct

ly written, they ought not be tied to specific teaching materials, 
such as "The student is able to spell all the words in the X 

Speller 90% of the time." This openness of statement permits a 
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multi-materials approach to mastery of a concept or skill, though, 

in operation, a local district might indeed tie instruction to a 

specific material, with alternative materials used when the 

student fails to attain criterion after using the basic material. 

SO WHAT'S A BEHAVIORAL OBJECTIVE FOR? 

Behavioral objectives are essentially a new way of stating 

the curriculum of a subject. English teachers have for many 

years tended to state curriculum objectives as descript~ons of 

what the teacher would be doing (e.g. teach the Spenserian sonnet), 

for certain purposes (enlarge student understanding of prosodic 

forms), in hope of affecting attitudes (h.elp students appr 7cia!e 

the genius of our poetic heritage). Perhaps the illustration is 

a bad one, but an examination of most curricula reveals this 
essential focus on the teacher's actions and objectives. 

In behavioral objectives writing, on the other hand, the 

focus of attention is completely on the student. The objective 

states what the student will be able to do, not what he will 
experience (the activities) nor what the teacher wi 11 do. 

The behavioral objective breaks broad objectives into smaller 

concrete objectives. It also demands that the teacher demonstrate 

that the student has mastered the objectives. Furthermore, it 

tells the learner specifically what he will be able to do, and 

the argument goes that he will perform better if he knows what 

the teacher will be expecting of him. 

The behavioral objective also represents a shift away from 

"norm" evaluation (how well can he read compared with his age 

mates) and toward "criterion" evaluation (Can he read a news

paper with 90% comprehension of news stories?) Reading "at 

grade level" is no longer enough.. 

In advanced conditions, the behavioral objective is a 

critical element in tli.e use of individualized instruction. In 

operation of such instruction, the teacher would first find out 

whether the student already possesses the skill. If he doesn't, 

then he pursues the subject matter; if he already possesses 

control over the objective, he goes on to work on other objec

tives. (John C. Flanagan, "Visions of the Future Schoolroom," 
in On Writing Behavioral Objectives fo:t English, edited by John 

Maxwell and Anthony Tovatt, [Champaign: National Council of 

Teachers of English, 1970], pp. 61-69.) 

The virtue of behavioral objectives in such instances is 

that the teacher and the student can know quite precisely whether 

the student has succeeded. The skill of detecting the major 

metaphors in Antony's speech is much more readily checkable than 

"appreciating" Elizabethan drama. One you can measure, and the 

other is almost impossible to assess. (We almost always assume 
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the student doesn't appreciate Elizabethan drama when we start 
the Shakespeare unit, don't we?) 

Behavioral objectives are fundamentally important to the 
development of programmed instruction, to systematic analysis of 

the learning process in a classroom, and to the development of 

computer-assisted and computer managed instruction. The entire 

advance of the so-called technology of education is predicated 

on precise statements of the behavioral objectives of the 
educational process. 

Some of those who see spectres in the behavioral objectives 
movement frequently cite the growth in recent years of a desire 

for "accountability" in schooling. A giant fortune goes into 

local schools each year, and, for better or worse, it is almost 

impossible to tell who is responsible for success or failure and 

even whether the process succeeds. We're all familiar with the 

chain of responsibility which goes back to the parents and to 

the society in general when failure in learning occurs, but buck 
passing is no longer acceptable. 

It is given that specificity of objectives will permit 
"accountability." The superintendent will know who is responsi

ble for the fact that a youngster has failed to acquire a certain 

skill because he knows where that skill was taught and by whom. 

It doesn't follow, of course, that finding a locus of failure 

means that someone will be fired. More probably (we are assured) 

it means that steps can be taken to boost support to that aspect 

of curriculum or method to assure that future failure rate can 

be lessened on that particular skill. The administrator and the 

teacher will have a better idea what needs to be done if the 
specificity of objectives is high. 

It seems fair to say that those who advocate behavioral 
objectives and "accountability" are after the same goals that 
teachers espouse: better education for the kids. 

Administrators generally favor objectives written in the 

behavioral mode because they are capable of ready translation to 

the public. If the superintendent can tell the public rather 

precisely what is being accomplished at the school, it follows 

that people will be more likely to support the school, usually 
with money. 

But, beyond administration, numbers of department chairmen 

and teachers find value in writing and using of objectives that 

state clearly what is to be accomplished. In one Indiana high 

school, the faculty has enthusiastically cited the clarity of 

behavioral objectives as the means by which the department has 
found agreement on what each member is supposed to do. 
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Indeed, many observers have noted that the advantage of j 
using behavioral objectives is their capacity to increase clarity 
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and thereby communicability of curriculum objectives ~ot only 

among professionals but also to students and the public. ~ few 

feel that this alone is enougl'l to justify tl'le use of Behavioral 

objectives in curriculum planning'. tliat i~rovement of instruc
tion is bound to follow this clarity even if no further steps 

are taken. 

But most of the advocates of behavioral objectives would 

not stop at clarity of statement. The overriding objective is 

individualized instruction, the use of "learning packs" (or 

contracts) and a rather radically altered function of the teach

er In its more advanced form, the vision is one in which 

st~dents are largely (but not exclusively) working on t~eir own, 

in accord with their own progress sheets, under the g~idance ?f 

the teacher who is not (was he ever?) a dispenser of information. 

The teacher, through this "technology," is t~e m~nager of a 

learning situation; he is aided in the less intri~ate aspects 

of his work by sub-professionals, prompted and guided by data 

from a computer or its near-equivalent, and spends the bulk of 

his time in individual contact with students. In the vision, 

mass teaching disappears. 

WHO'S AGAINST BEHAVIORAL OBJECTIVES? 

A few people can be counted as instinctively against any

thing that they have not seen before. Stasis an? comfort ai:1d a 

show-me attitude prevent this group from responding to a~y inno

vation. (Perhaps because they've been burn 7d too many times by 

the latest enthusiasm which is, usually, built on a research 

base of sand.) 

But a great many teachers are responsive to the notion of 

individualized instruction. The idea (if not the fact~ of br~ng

ing each student to his maximl11:1 potential has~ l?ng history in 

pedagogy and seems in accord ~it~ !he d~mocr~tic ide~l. ~y.plan 

which promises a step toward rndividuallzed_rnstructlo~ with~n 

reasonable expenditure of time and effort will be received with 

interest. Team teaching, for example, was thoug~t.such a step 
because large-group instruction offered opportunities to work 

with students in small groups while the large classes met. (That 

it didn't always work that way is beside the point.) 

The link between individualized instruction and behav~oral 

objectives allows the latter to come center stage for considera

tion because the former is attractive. And here the trouble 

begins. 

James Moffett is perhaps the most outspoken of those who 

are dismayed at the national trend toward "systems" appr?aches to 

education including behavioral objectives, computer assisted and 

managed i~struction, and undergirdin¥ notion: of_stimulus- .. 

response psychology. He gi':'es _beha':'1or~l obJ ectl ves short :hrift • 

"As an exercise in clear thinkin·g, 1.t might be a helpful thing for 

English teachers to write behavioral objectives - and then throw 
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them away.'.' (James Moffett, "Misbehaviorist English: A Position 
Paper," Ibid•,. P. lll. ~ The action of writing objectives in this 
manner, he believes, might do something to ameliorate our tendenc 

to be more "fuzzy-headed" than teachers of science or mathematic y 

bu~ we_should stop far short of actually using behaviorally stat!d 
obJectives. 

. Moffett and others argue that the insistence of measurabilit 
~n behavioral objectives leads to the loss of intangible but Y 

im~ortant·goals. Most critics grant that some parts of the disci
pline. do_ lend th~se~ves. to objective observation (e.g. spelling, 
pu~ctuation, capi!-all~ation, and, possibly, handwriting). But 
ma~or problems_a:ise in even the relatively overt objectives of 
written composition. Defining "goo.cl" writing has ever been a 
plaguy matter, and a behavioral assertion that the student after 
instruction will write "good" prose becomes accordingly slippery. 

• Wh~l7 i~ may be ~tt 7active to avoid the question "what is 
good writing by specifying that the learner wi 11 demonstrate 
those behaviors which are possessed by admittedly excellent writ-

ers C7 • g • adapts style to audience, states a purpose, puts forth 1 
a !ogical sc~eme for development of the idea, etc.), we know that 
writers cons~stent_ly violate the rules that they and the rule 
books establish--yet do so with effectiveness. And further we 

k~ow that recogni~ed writers with the full quiver of such b;ha~ 
viors can also write "bad" writing on occasion. / 

. . There ar 7 probably ways out of this problem, for in compo-
s~ tion there is a visible product and the behaviors of the fledg
l~ng water can be observed and improved. But in the matter of 
literature, the hardest of the objections to behavioral objec
tives are voiced. 

.. _To a degree~ ~iterature does lend itself to behavioral spec
ificity •. Recogniz 7n? metaphors, writing a precis which corre
spo~ds with !he original, stating the plot outline, listing the 
various metrical schemes used in the 17th century, and other 
factua~ ~a!ters c~ be handled in the behavioral mode. The· 
New Cri!icism w_as itself, in part, an attempt to be specific 
about literature. 

. J~mes ~oetker ("Limitations and Advantages of Behavioral 
ObJectlves_in the Humanities," Ibid., pp. 49-50.) has observed 
that ~earning can be characterizedas can-do, may-do, and will-do 
behavi?rs. The can-do behaviors would cover the items in the 
p7eceding paragrap~ - skills and knowledge. The may-do beha
vior~ ~re thos 7 lying at the higher levels of the so-called 
c?gnit 7ve domain - the application of abstractions in novel 
si!uations, analysis, synthesis and evaluation - behaviors 
which occur of course, but for which there are few reliable 
gauges for determining quality of work. Teachers constantly 
ev~luate the perfor~an~e.of students in these higher cognitive 
skills, but the reliability of their yardsticks could hardly 
be called constant, and only constant measures will do. 
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The will-do behaviors that Hoetker classifies a:re those 
which mani.fest themselves "down the line." Does the student 
continue to read after he leaves sch.ool, does he read quality 
literature, does he find pleasure in language, does he act re
sponsibly toward others, does he participate in his society in a 
positive way? These questions are first of all fuzzy and very 
dependent on the values of the observer, and, second, they occur 
in the "real world" of the students' lives long after they have 
left the school. All that can be known of will-do behaviors 
are certain signs and hints that the behaviors exist in the 
repertoire of the student while at school. Whether he will, 
indeed, manifest those behaviors simply cannot be known, at least 

not within the present schemes for evaluating the attainment of 
behavioral objectives. 

Measurement and evaluation are the chief stumbling block, 
even for those who urge that the profession use the behavioral 
mode for stating outcomes of instruction. Indeed, the Tri
University Project, under the direction of J. N. Hook, which is 
attempting to write a sample of responsible behavioral objectives 
for English, has begun its work with an assertion that "objectives 
must not be derived from, or be centered on, evaluation -
especially as evaluation is traditionally and narrowly. conceived. 
(Donald A. Seybold, "A Response to 'Misbehaviorist English,'" 
Ibid., p. 118.) 

One of the most treasured of the objectives of Enlgish 
instruction is response to literature, what J. N. Hook has 
characterized as the "gleam in the student's eye." (J. N. Hook, 
"The Tri-University BOE Project: A Progress Report," op. cit. 
p. 77.) This is the "turn on" which results when a student has 
had a strong personal interaction with a work of literature, 
when he is excited, when he feels deeply about himself and his 
condition and the condition of others. Clearly, this is the 
affective domain, beyond, in complexity and mystery, those skill~ 
and knowledges of higher order in the cognitive domain. 

Teachers of English are ·especially incensed when the sugges -
tion is made that if you cannot state in behavioral terms what 
the "gleam" or the response means, then it does not exist. Each 
of them (we hope) has experienced the same response, and each has 
seen it occur in others. But it is difficult to characterize 
with precision, if at all. 

It is at this point that communication between English teach
ers and systems people breaks down. The realm of skill is rela
tively easy to describe behaviorally. Both sides admit that the 
realms of affection pose problems. ll'hile the systems person 
might prefer to avoid the problem, the English teacher cannot 
ignore it, for the production of response to literature may be 
what brought him into English teaching in the first place and 
continues to be a major object of his work. 
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The Commission on the English Curriculum of NCTE worried, 
among other aspects of the problem, particularly about events 
which might occur when the English teacher and the systems advo
cate would cease to talk about the affect of literary experience. 
The danger, in such an instance, of abandoning or de-emphasizing 
classroom activity aiming toward response to literature is a 
real one. If both sides abandon thought about the objective, 
then much is lost from the curriculum and a distorted curriculum 
will result. The Commission advised the profession that when 
faced with the obligation (or the task) of writing behavioral 
objectives, that the writers: "(a) make specific plans to 
account for the total English curriculum; (b) make an intention 
to preserve ... [the] important humanistic goals of education; 
and (c) insist on these goals regardless of whether or not there 
exist instruments ... for measuring the desired changes in 
pupil behavior." (Commission on the English Curriculum, NCTE. 
Resolution to the Board of Directors. Ibid., pp. ix-x.) 

The position of the Commission, though urging caution on the 
topic of behavioral objectives, did not proscribe this mode of 
curriculum planning; but neither did it grant, by any means, 
that it is "the" answer to improved instruction as most of its 
proponents (and apparently the U.S. Office of Education) believe. 
(Sue M. Brett, "The Federal View of Behavioral Objectives," 
Ibid,, pp. 43-47.) 

The Commission has left the door open for responsible 
development of behavioral objectives but has warned that it is 
not a task to be undertaken lightly nor by lightweights. 
Writing behavioral objectives for English is a demanding intel
lectual task because of the complexity of the subject and its 
concern with the affective domain. Isabel Beck ("Towards 
Humanistic Goals through Behavioral Objectives," Ibid., pp. 
97-105.) has argued that there is no inherent conflict between 
systems people and the humanistic aims of English teaching. 
She grants only that there are sizable problems in stating 
what it is that we mean, in such a way that a systems person 
can get hold of the objective so that planning can take place. 
Moffett and others, on the other hand, argue that there is no 
way to "win" the behavioral objectives game, and we'd better 
stay out of it. 

Such a course, in most school districts, will become in
creasingly impossible, for behavioral objectives are "in" and 
promise to be "in" for some time to come. At the least, a 
cautious attitude is necessary, for much of value in the cur
riculum can be lost by giving away the hard-to-measure, the 
intangible, and, yet, withal the important goal. 

On the other hand, a head-in-the-sand approach is bound 
to be disastrous. The ubiquitous "others" will write our 
goal statements for us if we don't, and we may cry "extortion" 
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if they do, but the task wi 11 have been done, and more'. s the 
harm. But there is hope if the English teacher gets himself 
informed, learns the information needed to create the forms_of 
behavioral objectives, tries his hand at them, ear~est ly w.ri tes 
them as far as he can go, and then says, "Stop, this can go no 
further. 11 

If these things happen, 
from behav.ioral objectives. 
learn about ourselves, about 

I think there's nothing to fear 
There may, in fact, be much to·. 
our subject, and about our teaching. 
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