
Helping students hit targets that 

matter



Wikipedia generation is lazy and 

unprepared for universityôs rigours, survey 

of faculty says
Toronto Star, April 6, 2009

The evidence is strong that they [Net 

Geners] are the smartest. generation ever.

[They have] been given the opportunity to 

fulfill their inherent human intellectual 

potential as no other generation.
Don Tapscott, Grown Up Digital, 2009
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Successes and next steps
Putting the assessment paradigm shift into perspective

focus on learning targets

emphasis on assessment for and as learning

understanding of the diverse means by which students can demonstrate 

achievement of curriculum targets

Where do we need to go next?

understanding assessment as a journey and not a series of events

identifying important and broadly applicable learning targets

putting thinking at the core of learning



The Great Leap 

Forward
Our assessment journey so far has:

1. Deepened our understanding of the multiple uses of assessment 

and the power of assessment to enhance learning.

2. Increased awareness of the potential for assessment to engage 

learners.

3. Begun to reverse ñfailing with dignityò by using assessment to 

scaffold student learning and narrow the achievement gap.



So, where do we go from here?

being careful not to get caught in the ñformative vs 

summative assessment taskò trap

understanding that everything students say, write and do 

provides us with evidence of learning

accepting the challenge to consider how assessments are 

being used rather than seeing assessments as either 

formative or summative. 

Understanding that assessment is a journey and not a 

series of events means:



Dangers of the ñformative vs 

summativeò trap
separating activities/tasks into formative and summative can 

be detrimental to the learners we most need to support

when students perceive work as  ñnot countingò they often 

place little value in completing it thus undermining efforts to 

nurture a culture of responsibility in students

by focusing grading on periodic demonstrations of learning 

we inhibit risk taking and make ñsummative assessmentsò 

high stakes



Identify important and broadly 

applicable learning targets

Are we focusing assessment on what really matters?

Do the learning targets we expect students to hit 

ensure learning is a transformative experience?

Are we preparing students for success in a rapidly 

changing world?

Do we clearly understand the difference between 

learning targets and assessment methods?



The case for critical thinking as 

the central learning target
ñAlthough thinking is innate, skillful thinking must be cultivatedò

Art Costa, 2008

ñStudents who passively receive information are far less likely to understand 

what they have heard or read about than are students who have critically 

scrutinized, interpreted, applied or tested this information.ò 

Roland Case, 2005                                                                        

ñWe are into the age of synthesis, with a real empirical bite to it. Therefore, 

sapere aude. Dare to think on your own.ò

E. O. Wilson (2006) 

ñAny subjectðbe it physics, art, or auto repairðcan promote critical thinking as 
long as teachers teach in intellectually challenging ways.ò

Nel Noddings



Critical thinking - valued but misunderstood?
In a 1997 study of 66 post-secondary institutions in 

California, Richard Paul found:

* 89% of faculty viewed critical thinking as a primary educational objective, 

yet only 19% could clearly explain its meaning

* 78% of faculty acknowledged studentsô lack of appropriate criteria to 

assess their thinking, yet only 8% could enumerate any intellectual criteria 

required of their students

*82% of faculty involved students in critical thinking at least once per class, 

but only 15% required this in writing

*77% of faculty had little of no conception of how to reconcile content 

coverage with the fostering of critical thinking 



The case for critical thinking as 

the central learning target
The invitation to solve a problem or create is an 

inherently more interesting way to learn.

Beginning with a ñproblematic situationò engages 

learners and provides them with clear targets and a 

purpose for learning



Assessment in a critically 

thoughtful classroom

Consider the implications for our assessment practice when the 

central target for assessment changes from the accumulation of 

isolated facts to using information to solve problems or create a 

product of value.

A critically thoughtful classroom shifts the focus on assessment from 

the acquisition of facts to the use of information in a purposeful way.

Even the assessment of knowledge can be done in a manner that 

nurtures critical thinking if our focus is on the studentôs ability to 

select relevant, important and credible information rather than 

merely repeating information.   



Begin with tasks that invite 

critical inquiry
Framing powerful questions that both engage students and 

invite inquiry is key to creating a community of thinkers

Embedding invitations to think critically throughout the 

inquiry process helps to ensure students develop the 

capacity for quality thinking




