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Alternatives to Educational Design and Learning Outcomes 
 

Many assessment practitioners seem to assume that developmentalism (Piaget/Bloom) and behaviorism 
are the only perspectives needed to guide and gauge educational processes. This dominant view about 
learning is most evident in the common practice of requiring the posting learning outcomes in syllabi 
with links to assessments and mission statements. Certainly, Bloom’s developmental approach to 
learning and the adoption of learning outcomes is worthwhile. The uninitiated particularly benefit from 
the basic structures and rules that emerge from developmental and behaviorists theories about 
learning. Nevertheless, we need to realize that some educators view the reliance on the traditional 
‘standard’ approach to learning as inhibiting and, potentially, destructive. 

There is more to learning. 
Some educators strongly feel that there is more to learning than “outcomes” with the emphasis on 
observable action verbs. Even without a course on learning theories, many know that learning and 
memory builds by talking with one another and engaging in experiential activities. Many advanced 
students need activities that allow them to talk and make their own connections to their prior learning. 
They know that being able to observe others (i.e., models) and then having opportunities for private 
rehearsals are often more essential than being given learning goals in advance. Learning how to self-
regulate a movement or a response is rarely a rote and common process. Indeed, telling students what 
they must learn and the expected sequence for the learning could well stifle creativity and synthesis. 
Encouraging creative speculation, and even guessing, is essential to helping learners to own their process 
of discovery. Many teachers seek to be able to provide “scaffolding” for learning only to the point that 
they can back away and help the learner to take over their own learning (including goal setting). Finally, 
for those with alternative views about learning, one of the most destructive processes is to remove 
students from social environments where they can discuss ideas with practitioners, observe in action 
what they need to learn, and where they can question why the learning is important. 

Create more advanced learning outcome statements 
While some insist that their alternative learning theory mandates the destruction of the dominant 
practices, the alternative theories about learning are rarely directly at odds with higher order 
developmental and behavioristic statements about learning. If anything, the issue is mostly that the over 
emphasis on low levels of learning interferes with learning development. Further, the alternative 
theories about learning advance the idea that we should have more sophisticated aspects to learning 
outcome statements – aspects that allow educators to use alternative theories of learning as the bases 
for their learning outcome statements and assessments. Finally, the issues are often matters about if, 
when, and how we publish our statements about learning outcomes for students to see. That is, even in 
alternative theories about learning, it is important to develop statements about the expected qualities of 
learning.  

Expand the options for assessments: Look beyond what the students learn but also:  

 Examine the unique ways that each student organizes ideas,  

 Ask students to report on their own learning goals and plans for achievement 

 Observe what the student can do (particularly what the student can do differently from others),  

 Keep observational logs of the unique development of each student 

 Employ multiple and frequent measures of learning (i.e., avoid big tests and favor monitoring) 

 Evaluate the students’ own appraisal of their development as evident in their portfolio of 
accomplishments 

In short, faculty should feel free to advance developed statements about their alternative for 
instructional design and assessment. We should all welcome and engage in that discourse.   
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