
Taxonomy is a way of categorizing things. It could be, as illustrated here, a categorization of all of the 
elements in the periodic table grouped together according to their essential nature, ranked by atomic 
number. A true taxonomy not only provides a means of classification but ordinarily establishes some 
hierarchical order.

Another example you will have used, perhaps unwittingly, would be a library classification system. This 
ordinarily would have a numerical classification structure that breaks down into finer details using additional 
numbers or decimal points.
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The most often quoted educational taxonomy is that of Benjamin Bloom and his colleagues. Originated from 
work done in the late 1950s. It is easy to believe that this is the only educational taxonomy that exists given 
that it is repeatedly cited as the source of all active verbs in education! This is obviously not true. Bloom and 
colleagues worked on two other taxonomies as part of the same project. These two were taxonomies around 
affective skills and psychomotor skills. 

In order to demonstrate the hierarchical nature of their taxonomy the Bloom team chose to represent it as a 
pyramid. This original conceptualization has six levels of cognitive reasoning starting from broad knowledge 
and understanding and progressing towards the ability to evaluate. It’s worth noting that the language itself is 
not particularly active. It is also worth noting that many have adopted a revised version of Bloom’s taxonomy 
that was redeveloped by a former colleague Krathwohl, working with Anderson, in 2000/2001. It is this 
version that I use in my work.
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The Anderson and Krathwohl 2001 version of the cognitive domain taxonomy has five distinct levels. You will 
be able to see some differences in the language being used. More active language is used to describe each 
level and they have created a concept above that of the ability to evaluate, the ability to synthesize and 
create. 

Anderson and Krathwohl separated out the concept of knowledge accumulation in the original bloom and 
established what they regarded as a knowledge dimension that sat alongside this taxonomy. In my work I 
have established that dimension as a distinct metacognitive domain.

The taxonomy itself very often is represented using single verbs, which I described as proto-verbs. Beneath 
each of these are a number of other active verbs that are seen as alternatives, or synonyms, for that proto-
verb. In the example above the proto-verb apply, is then unpacked into a number of other active verbs, that 
the student will be able to do, depending on both the subject and the context of the intended learning 
outcome.
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I have found it helpful to represent educational taxonomies using a circular form rather than a pyramidic 
form. My reasoning for this is that achieving an outcome is so dependent on the context it is inappropriate to 
see it as a hill to climb. The danger is a student may perceive themselves to be falling back if they are 
achieving lower verbs rather than the higher verbs that they are intended to achieve. I find using a clock 
analogy easier for both designers and students to understand. 

If we take the first of the five segments as starting at midnight and going clockwise around the clock face, it’s 
possible to conceive of the acceleration and the acceleration of learning without undermining a student sense 
of their own progress. I also think it is easier to see the relationship between active verbs with each other.

I should point out that I am not the first person to make these circular representations, but I believe I am the 
first to do it for domains other than the cognitive domain.
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I want at this junction to introduce you to the five educational domains that I believe should inform all good 
course and programme design.

If we are intending to provide our students with a meaningful education, we must teach them beyond purely 
intellectual skills. In addition to the cognitive domain, we also must write learning outcomes, assess, and then 
teach for professional values and attributes (affective domain), the ability to work with knowledge 
meaningfully, and with self-awareness (metacognitive domain), manual practical or dexterity skills 
(psychomotor domain), and a range of interpersonal skills including communication, conflict resolution, 
cultural competency, and collaboration.
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