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IMPROVING AGRICULTURAL INSTRUCTION USING 
PERFORMANCE BASED INSTRUCTION 

Dr. William B. Richardson 
Purdue University 

Improvement of the instructional process is an "in" phrase in 
today 's colleges and universities. Students, administrators, alum
ni, and others are emphasizing the need to improve the quality of 
instruction in our instit utions. Schools of agriculture are not 
spared from these expressed needs to improve the quality of 
their instruction. Gardner I in 1971, addressing a symposium on 
instruction held by the North Central Region Colleges of Agri
culture stated, " ... all of us here (faculty) are concerned about 
the caliber of instruction , and even more important, about the 
amount of learning that takes place in our colleges." Students 
also are expressing their feelings concerning poorly organized 
and ineffectively presented COurses. 

This paper is written to provide insight into one idea (the 
instructional model) which can improve the quality of instruc
tion in colleges of agriculture and is referred to as Performallce
Based-Instruction. 

PERFORMANCE BASED INSTRUCTION 
This model has three basic parts: (I) performance object ives, 

(2) classroom instruction, and (3) student assessment. Figure I 
provides a graphic illustration of the model. The rationale for 
such a model is simple. First, the instructor asks himself the 
question, "What do 1 want my students to be able to do at the 
end of the course?" This question, once answered , is worded in 
expected student outcomes. referred to as performance objec
tives. 

FIGURE I: 
PERFORMANCE BASED INSTRUCTIONAL MODEL 
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Phase II 

Phase III 

DETERMINE PERFORMANCE 
013JECTIVES 

DESIGN ACTIVITIES, PROCEDURES, 
AND TECHNIQUES 

ASSESS STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT 

The second step is for the instructor to decide what activities, 
procedures, and techniques can be used to bring about the 
changes in the st udents sct forth in the performance o~ject ives. 
The final phase is to determine if t he st udents have aclueved the 
objectives. The following sections provide an explanation of 
cach part of the performance-based-instructionalmodel. 

Performance Objectives 
[n this paper the term performance objective will be used and 

defined as: "clear, concise statements of expected student out
comes." This definition shifts the emphasis from teacher pro
cesses to student outcomes. Teacher processes imply the activi
ties of the teacher in the classroom; student outcomes relate to 
the expected student performance at the end of the instructional 
sequence. 

If we are to focus our courses on st udent performance. that is, 
student learning, we must be concerned with specific items they 
learn. Is this the case in our courses? In many instances the 
answer is NO. We commit ourselves to covering a book or to sim
ply presenting as much material as can ~e done in the amoul~t of 
time available. This emphasis on quantity of output often dIsre
gards the learning ~esired of the students. The que~tion, . be
comes, "Does the lllstructor cover as much as pOSSIble, or 

"Does the instructor focus upon expected student outcomes and 
gear his strategy toward this end?" Clearly in a performance
based model one would be concerned \I;ith expected student 
outcomes. 

Levels of Objectives 
The term 'levels of objectives' refers to the degree of specifi

city required to develop the objectives that l:over a segment of 
instruction. Common to most instructional activities are the 
terms courses. units, and lessons. Each one of these terms refers 
to an instructional level. One may, and probably should, develop 
objectives that transmit expected student outcomes at each 
level. The balance of the discussion on performance will center 
on the lesson Icvel of instructional planning. 

A performance objective at t he lesson level should have three 
basic characteristics as slated in 1971 by Mager2. First, the per
formance objective should be measurable. Second , performance 
objectives should contain a statement of the conditions under 
wliich the student can achieve the objectives. Third , a perform
ance objective should specify the minimal criteria necessary for a 
student to hllve achieved the objective. The following objectives 
are presented to illustrate the basics of performance objectives. 

"To teach students the imporlance of l."Onlrolling weeds in corn ." 
This object ive relates to a teacher process. It says nothing 

concerning the learning expected of the student. Now let's re
write t he object ive to include Mager's criteria as described in the 
previous paragraphs. 

"Given a list of ten weeds commonly a problem in corn , the stu
dcnt willlisllilc steps involved in controlling each wecd." 

Is it measurable? Yes, it would be very simple to measure this 
objective. What are the conditions? The student will be given a 
list of ten weeds. This implies that the conditions will be on a 
written test. What are the minimum criteria for acceptable per
formance? The student wiII list the major steps of control. 

Quite clearly, the objective has been improved . Written in the 
Magerian form it communicates to the student what he must do. 

Instructional Activities 
Once the instructor has stated the expected student out

comes, the next step is to organize the instructional strategies. In 
this phase of the performance-based-instructional model, the 
instructor identifies the vehicles used to present the subject mat
ter to the stuuents so that the student can perform each objec
tive. Coordination between the expected slUdent outcomes and 
the instructional processes is necessary. 

To illustrate tlus, the following example is provided. Assllme 
that one is dealing with the objective previously mentioned con
cerning weed control in corn. 

"Gi"cn a list of ten weeds common to corn. lhe stude.nl willtist lile 
stcps involwd in conI rolling each weed ." 

If the student is expected to list the steps in controlling weeds in 
corn, the instructor should provide the ellvironment for the stu
dent to obtain those facts . This environment may be varied and 
will include SUcil items as audi-visual techniques, lectures, field 
trips, laboratories, exercises, etc. This instructional environment 
should be designed so that the student can meet the criteria set 
for him in the objective. 

Planning a course is made easy by writing the performance 
objectives and then outlining the necessary content and the 
methods of presentation to be used to provide the student the 
materials needed to achieve that objective. 

The use of objectives provides a guide by whic.:h a course can 
be developed . Without the use of performance objectives, course 
org,lnization and presentation is often based solely on quantity 
of out put by the instructor in a given time period . 
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Student Assessment 
The third phase of the model involves lhe use of assessment 

tools to determine if the students meet the criteria for the objec
tives. The nature of the assessment may be 3S varied 3S the envi
ronment used to transmit the subject matter. Common assess
ment tools sllch as paper-pencil tests . performance tests, oral 
tests, etc .. are used. Regardless of the technique used, the over
riding emphasis should be on determining if each objective is 
measured . 

If the instructor has outlined in careful detail the objectives at 
the lesson level, valid student assessment is made easy - each 
objective specified as expected student outcome. Within each 
objective is written the conditions upon which the student is 
expected to perform the skill. Also, within each objective is the 
minimum criteria you will expect as evidence of satisfactory per
formance of t hat objective. Questions can be const ructed to 
measure each student's ability to perform each objective : how
ever, questions are not the only means of measuring objectives. 

This procedure has an added incentive to the instructor . as it 
provides a framework from which to evaluate students' perform
ance. Likewise, it insures that assessment instruments (tests) are 
based on the objectives of the course. If students are cognizant 
of the objectives and the test is designed to measure the objec
tives, considerable improvement can be made in many courses. 

SUMMARY 
The Performance Based Model was discussed in three seg

ments: (1) performance objectives, (2) classroom instruction; 

and (3) student assessments. 
Performance objectives were defined as clear, concise state

ments of expected student outcomes. A distinction was made 
between the levels of objectives: the discussion was centered on 
the lesson le,'el. The Magerian method of writing performance 
objectives was presented. Magerian objectives have three charac
teristics: (I) they are measurable, (2) they specify the condi
tions under which performance is to take place, and (3) they 
state the minimum criteria necessary for successful achievement 
of the objectives. Examples were presented to illustrate this type 
of objective. 

Classroom instruction, the second phase of the model, was 
discussed. It was noted that close relationship exists between the 
performance objective and the instructional activities needed (0 

help each 5t udent achieve the pre-stated objective. 
Finally. a case was made for using performance-based-instruc

tion to improve the assessment of student outcomes. i.e., to 
determine student progress. 

Performance·based-instruction will provide a tool whereby 
the instructional process can be improved. 
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