
 
 

Guidelines for Writing Learning Objectives 
What do you want participants to be able to do as a result of this continuing education activity? 
 
The learning objectives for your educational activity stem from a thorough needs assessment. The needs assessment will help you 
determine what gap(s) in physician knowledge, competency and/or behavior the educational activity will address and for what 
audience. Once you have determined the gap and audience, you must now decide how you want the activity to address the gap(s). 
Writing clear, concise learning objectives will identify what you want participants to do differently as a result of participating in your 
educational activity. In addition, the learning objectives help you measure if a change occurred after the conclusion of the activity. 
The purpose of learning objectives is to: 

• Facilitate educational activity development by promoting goal-directed planning 
• Inform participants of the standards and expectations of educational activity 

Two to five learning objectives are typical of activities provided by the University of Wisconsin-Madison Interprofessional Continuing 
Education Partnership (UW-Madison ICEP). Effective learning objectives are usually characterized by the following: 

• Participant focused; to help maintain that emphasis, start learning objectives with “As a result of this program, 
participants will be able to…” 

• Written with action words; employ a verb to specify the desired outcome and follow with a detailed description of 
the educational activity’s content gap. 

• SMART (Specific, measurable, acceptable to participants, realistic to achieve and time-bound). Learning objectives 
should be behavior-based and measurable; by keeping statements short and concise, it allows you to measure if a 
learning objective has been met. Also, it will assist the learner in recognizing when they have closed a gap in practice. 

 
As you plan educational activities, keep in mind that the learning objectives will help you select faculty relevant to the topic of the 
activity. By having already identified the gaps that will be addressed by the educational activity, you can ask faculty to present 
information about one specific topic instead of asking a faculty member what they want to present. 
 
Learning objectives are critical to potential participants’ ability to determine if the educational activity will be relevant to their practice. 
Clearly defined learning objectives give your target audience direct information on what the educational activity will cover and how 
the information can be applied to their practice. 
 
Checklist for Learning Objectives 
Things to consider as you write learning objectives for a continuing education activity 

• Are the learning objectives related to a goal for participants? 
• Do the learning objectives answer the question, “What will participants be able to know or demonstrate at the end of this 

activity?” 
• Are the learning objectives stated in clear, observable and measurable terms? 
• Are the learning objectives realistically attainable by the end of the activity? 
• Do the learning objectives match instructional activities and assessments? 
• For an interprofessional activity designed for learners from more than one profession: Are the learning objectives consistent 

with one or more interprofessional competencies/practice domains (ie, values/ethics for interprofessional practice; 
roles/responsibilities; interprofessional communication; teams/teamwork)? 

Learning objectives must be measurable and begin with an action verb. The following verb list is a guide to help you prepare your 
learning objectives. Because your activity is designed to change competence and/or performance, focus on words in Columns III-VI. 
The words in Columns I and II pertain to learning objectives addressing improvement in knowledge. 
Note: This list is not exhaustive. Depending on the context, the same verb may communicate different meaning. UW-Madison ICEP team 
may provide additional guidance in order to ensure compliance with accreditation criteria. 
 


