
 
  

Bloom's Taxonomy 

Idea In Short

Training programs often confuse teaching facts with building genuine capability. Leaders
should apply Bloom's Taxonomy, aligning learning objectives and assessments to a clear
cognitive hierarchy from remembering through creating. Skipping directly to complex
analysis without securing foundational recall produces training that looks rigorous but fails
to build real skill. The immediate decision is this: before finalizing your next training or
assessment design, map each learning objective to a specific taxonomy level and confirm
your assessment method actually tests that level, not a lower one.

Benjamin Bloom, an American educational psychologist, led the development of the original
taxonomy, publishing it in 1956 alongside collaborators Max Englehart, Edward Furst, Walter
Hill and David Krathwohl in the volume "Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The
Classification of Educational Goals."1 Bloom created the framework to establish a shared
vocabulary for learning objectives, giving educators a common language for aligning goals,
curricula and assessments across otherwise disconnected classrooms and institutions.

The original work divided learning objectives into three broad domains: cognitive, covering
knowledge-based learning; affective, covering emotion-based learning; and psychomotor,
covering action-based learning. The cognitive domain became by far the most widely
recognized and applied component, to the point that it has effectively become shorthand for
Bloom's Taxonomy as a whole in most educational contexts. This cognitive domain
organized six levels of objectives into a hierarchy, moving from foundational recall toward
increasingly complex forms of thinking.

In 2001, David Krathwohl, one of Bloom's original collaborators, worked alongside Lorin
Anderson and a broader group of cognitive psychologists, curriculum theorists, instructional
researchers and testing specialists to publish a significant revision.2 This revision, published
under the title "A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and Assessing," deliberately shifted
attention away from the static language of educational objectives in Bloom's original title
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toward a more dynamic, active concept of classification.

From Nouns to Verbs

The most visible change in the 2001 revision involved language itself. Bloom's original 1956
taxonomy used nouns to label its six levels: Knowledge, Comprehension, Application,
Analysis, Synthesis and Evaluation. The 2001 revision converted these into active verbs:
Remember, Understand, Apply, Analyze, Evaluate and Create, a shift intended to focus
attention on active performance rather than passive acquisition of static content.

This linguistic shift carries real pedagogical consequences beyond mere rewording. A noun
like Knowledge implies something a learner possesses or holds, while a verb like Remember
implies something a learner actively does, an action that can be observed, prompted and
assessed directly. Framing objectives around verbs pushes instructors to write learning
goals in terms of demonstrable performance, which makes designing an accurate
assessment considerably more straightforward than trying to assess an abstract noun-
based state like Knowledge or Comprehension.

The revision also restructured the hierarchy's top two levels specifically. The original
Synthesis category was dropped, and Create was introduced and moved to the very top of
the hierarchy, replacing Evaluation as the highest form of cognitive activity. This change
reflected a deliberate judgment that generating genuinely new work, whether an original
argument, product or solution, demands more cognitively than judging or critiquing existing
work, even though earlier thinking had placed evaluation above synthesis.

The Six Cognitive Levels

Remember, the foundational level, involves retrieving relevant knowledge directly from
memory, covering the recognition or recall of facts, terms and established answers without
necessarily requiring deeper understanding of their meaning. This level matters because it
establishes the raw material every higher level depends on; a learner cannot apply, analyze
or evaluate a concept they cannot first recall accurately.

Understand involves determining the meaning of instructional messages, demonstrated
through organizing, summarizing or explaining ideas in a learner's own words rather than
merely repeating them verbatim. This level distinguishes genuine comprehension from rote
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memorization, since a learner who can only recite a definition has not necessarily
demonstrated understanding of what that definition means in practice.

Apply involves using an acquired procedure or piece of knowledge to solve problems in
situations that differ from the context in which the learner originally encountered it. This
transfer to novel situations represents a meaningful jump beyond understanding alone,
since a learner can understand a concept perfectly within its original example while still
struggling to recognize when that same concept applies elsewhere.

Analyze involves breaking material into its component parts and determining how those
parts relate to one another, uncovering structure, relationships or causes not immediately
obvious from the whole. Evaluate involves making judgments based on specific criteria,
assessing the quality or validity of an argument or approach rather than simply describing it.
Create, the highest level under the 2001 revision, involves combining elements into a new,
coherent whole, generating an original product or solution that did not exist in that specific
form before.

The Knowledge Dimension

The 2001 revision introduced a second, complementary structure alongside the six cognitive
processes: the Knowledge Dimension, which classifies the specific type of knowledge
learners engage with rather than the cognitive action performed on it.3 This dimension
divides knowledge into four categories: factual knowledge, covering basic elements and
terminology; conceptual knowledge, covering categories and theoretical structures;
procedural knowledge, covering methods for accomplishing something; and metacognitive
knowledge, covering awareness of one's own thinking.

This second dimension matters for instructional design because it interacts directly with the
six cognitive levels rather than existing separately. A learner might Remember a factual
detail, Apply a procedural technique, or Analyze a conceptual relationship, and each
combination represents a genuinely distinct instructional target with its own implications for
how a lesson should be taught and assessed. Instructors who consider only the cognitive
dimension, ignoring what type of knowledge sits beneath it, risk designing objectives that
sound rigorous without specifying what content learners must actually engage with.

Applying the Taxonomy to Instructional Design
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Bloom's Taxonomy earns its ongoing relevance in professional and corporate training
contexts because it forces a disciplined connection between stated learning objectives,
instructional activities and assessment methods. An objective written at the Analyze level
demands an assessment that actually requires analysis, such as identifying relationships
between factors in a case study, rather than a multiple-choice question that only tests
whether a participant can Remember a related definition.

This alignment failure represents one of the most common mistakes in training design. A
curriculum stating ambitious objectives at the Evaluate or Create level, while testing
participants exclusively through recall-based quizzes, creates a false impression of rigor
without actually building or measuring the higher-order capability the program claims to
develop. Executives sponsoring corporate training should request evidence that assessment
methods match the cognitive level stated in objectives, rather than accepting objectives and
assessments designed independently of one another.

The taxonomy also provides useful guidance for sequencing content across a longer
program. Since each level depends conceptually on those beneath it, a program that rushes
learners toward Analyze or Evaluate without confirming solid Remember and Understand-
level foundations often produces frustration and shallow performance, since learners lack
the underlying material higher-order tasks require them to work with.

Criticisms and Practical Limitations

Despite its enduring influence, Bloom's Taxonomy has drawn sustained criticism since its
introduction. Richard Morshead argued early on that the original taxonomy was not a
properly constructed taxonomy at all, since it lacked a systematic rationale for how its
categories were derived, a critique the 2001 revision partially addressed by restructuring the
framework along more systematic lines. Even after this revision, however, critics have
continued to question whether the six levels function as a genuinely sequential, hierarchical
progression.

Many psychologists specifically take issue with the pyramid shape long used to visualize the
taxonomy, arguing that this visual creates a false impression that the cognitive levels are
discrete steps that must be performed independently and in strict order. In practice, most
meaningful tasks require several cognitive skills to operate simultaneously rather than one
level cleanly completed before the next begins; a learner analyzing a case study is often
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also applying prior knowledge and evaluating competing interpretations at the same time,
not moving through Analyze and Evaluate as cleanly separate stages.

Executives applying this taxonomy should treat it as a useful organizing lens for designing
objectives and assessments, rather than as a literal, rigid staircase learners must climb one
step at a time. The framework's real value lies in forcing clarity about what cognitive
demand a given objective actually requires, not in enforcing an artificially clean separation
between cognitive processes that, in genuine practice, tend to blend together.

1The Evolution of Bloom's Taxonomy, OERTX
2Bloom's Taxonomy, University of Waterloo
3Bloom's Taxonomy of Learning, SimplyPsychology

Summary

Bloom's Taxonomy organizes cognitive learning into six levels, from Remember through
Create, revised in 2001 to emphasize active performance over static acquisition. Aligning
objectives, instruction and assessment to the same cognitive level remains its most practical
application, despite valid criticism of its pyramid structure.
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