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1 LEARNING OUTCOMES
Structuring your course around specific learning outcomes 
will help ensure that lectures, readings and assignments 
work together to help students master the material. There 
are three parts to articulating  a formal outcome:
 
1. What should the student know and be able to do?
2. Under what conditions? (e.g. with help, without assis-

tance, open book, closed book, given an hour, etc.)
3. To what degree? (i.e. quality of the work expected for: 

a passing mark; an average mark; an exceptional mark)

Essential Wording:
By the end of this [course, assignment, test, etc.], the 
student should be able to [clear, specific action verb 
here], and will be assessed by [report, essay, test, 
etc.]. 

Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognitive Outcomes

For Example...
By the end of this COURSE the student should be able to develop a sustained and well reasoned philsophical 
essay that incorporates counter arguments and will be assessed by an argumentative essay. 

By the end of this LAB the student should be able to calculate the theoretical yield of a reaction and will be 
assessed by the accuracty of results in their lab report. 
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Images of Bloom’s taxonomy taken from Educational Origami, 
http://edorigami.wikispaces.com/Bloom%27s+Digital+Taxonomy 
Bloom, Benjamin S. (1974). Taxonomy of educational objectives: 
Classification of educational goals. New York: D. McKay.
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2 ASSESSMENT PLANNING

 isalignment:
Learning Outcome

Learning Outcome

Assignment Evaluation

Assignment Evaluation Criteria 
 lignment:

M
Construct a credible argument Written report in a capstone 

course
Multiple choice test in a 
technical course

Scoring of the multiple choice 
test

Word count of the document

Construct a credible argument

Construct a credible argument Written report in a capstone 
course

Depth and thoughtfulness of 
claim + accuracy, thoroughness 
and rigour of evidence

Construct a credible argument Memo recommending a 
solution in a technical course

Adequacy of recommendation 
+ salience and persuasivenss of 
evidence

To increase validity
•	 Ensure assignments fit with 

your learning outcomes and 
measure what you puport to 
measure

•	 Choose genres and formats 
that are common in your dis-
cipline and consistent with 
other course materials

•	 Clearly define criteria for 
evaluation (especially impor-
tant in large classes)

To increase reliability
•	 Plan for frequent forms of 
       assessment
•	 Ask specific questions (or     

ensure you have communi-
cated what you expect from 
more   open-ended ones)

•	 Devise multiple forms of as-
sessment to ensure that stu-
dents are not evaluated on a 
single measure

To enhance learning
•	 Ensure students receive formative 

feedback early on, to help them get 
and stay on the right track

•	 Build in peer collaboration, either 
through peer review,  in-class discus-
sions, or group projects include low-
stakes writing opportunities to help 
students clarify their understanding, 
notice patterns, and engage in meta-
cognitive processes

A
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Scaffolding: What is it?
Scaffolding is structuring assignments and course 
material in a systematic way to support your learn-
ing outcomes and ensuring the goals and processes  
are transparent to students. 

Scaffolding: Why do it?
 
•	 Provides an opportunity for you/your TAs to 

catch problems early in the course
•	 Helps students master course content
•	 Gives students a clear sense of purpose
•	 Reduces misunderstandings about directions 

(which reduces volume of questions and emails)
•	 Allows you to assign more complex and demand-

ing assignments without overwhelming students
•	 Makes plagiarism  more difficult

Possible steps in a 
complex assignment

Smaller assignments that 
could help students master 
each step

Topic Selection •	 Free-writing
•	 Proposal
•	 Working thesis statement

Research •	 Annotated bibliography

Evaluation of Sources •	 Source evaluation
•	 Critical review
•	 Literature review

Draft •	 Outline
•	 First draft

Revise •	 Peer review
•	 Meta-statement
•	 Final draft

Example of assignment scaffolding

A few ideas for low-stakes assignments that are easy to integrate, even into large classes. These approaches generate 
feedback to both students and the instructor. 

Exit Slips: Students submit a short paragraph at the end of each class that identifies what 
most confuses them, the main idea they have taken from the lecture, or a question that they 

are wondering about. These are very helpful for seeing where students are getting lost, and can 
be ungraded. Information can be summarized and reviewed with the students at the start of the 

next class. 

Clicker Questions: Great for in-class mini-quizzes and helps break up a lecture. The technology 
can be used to encourage participation and class discussion. Using i-clickers for grading purposes 

should be done with caution as the potential for technical  difficulties or misuse exists. A similar 
exercise can be conducted without clickers, as a paper-based self-assessment quiz.

SELECTING FORMATIVE ASSESSSMENT APPROACHES3
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Learning Journal/Blogs: Students document their learning throughout the term in response to clear 
prompts related to course material or their understanding of it. Not only does a learning journal help students 
articulate their thoughts and questions, it helps them to see the progress they’ve made and notice patterns  
in the course material. 

Meta-Statements: Prompt students to write a paragraph reflecting on how they would im-
prove their paper if they had the time or opportunity. This assignment can be effective whether 
students write it before handing in their papers or after they have received  feedback. 

Reflection Paper: A short writing assignment that can either be written in class or at 
home. Reflection papers are most useful for getting students to step back from the mate-
rial to think about their own understanding of it (and strategies for moving to the next 
level) or patterns within it (developing a richer understanding). It is important to give 
students a clear prompt to help focus their reflection. 

Understanding Application & Analysis Synthesis & Evaluation

Abstract

Find popular and scholarly 
sources

Quiz

Definition

Description / Summary

Critical review

Annotated bibliography

Proposal

Case Study

Letter to the Editor

Literature review

Research Essay

Lab report

Business plan

Report

Some assignment ideas for different levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (see page 1).
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1. Use language consistently: Calling an assign-
ment an essay, paper, review, and argument 

interchangeably is confusing for students 
and makes it more difficult for them to 

locate support resources.

2. Be aware that other disciplines 
may have different expectations 
of similar assignments and clarify 
what you are looking for: For ex-
ample, a “thesis” or “argument” can 
look very different in an English 
class and a Political Science class. 
Be prepared to let students know 
exactly what you are looking for. 

3. Choose specific over general 
prompts: “Discuss” for example is 

completely open-ended and provides 
no framework for organizing thought.

4. Keep the most important information prom-
inent in assignment handouts: If you bury key 

pieces of information such as due dates, length, etc., 
many students will not see the information. 

5. Identify an audience: Although the audience for 
student work is almost always you or your TAs, it helps 
to identify another potential reader, to help them de-
cide what knowledge and background information 
they can assume. For example, should they be explain-
ing to someone with absolutely no knowledge in the 
field, to an expert who will know the issues well, or to 
someone who disagrees with them (and that they must 
persuade)?

6. Help students see the connections between the 
assignments and the other course material: Draw 
attention to the learning objectives of the assignment 
and how they fit with the overall  course objectives.

7. Direct students to resources that will help them com-
plete the assignment: Writing centres, the Writing at 
U of T webpage, the Library, the ELL program and the 
Academic Success Centre all have useful resources to 
support students. 

4 ASSIGNMENT PROMPTS & INSTRUCTIONS

What do you really want from your students? Ensure instructions  
•	 Are unambiguous, concise, complete

•	 Tell the students what you expect from them

Tips for writing assignment prompts:
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Rubrics help you tie feedback to the learning outcomes and course goals. They offer a way to provide more specific 
and more consistent feedback, as well as make grading more efficient and effective.

Holistic Rubrics are designed to 
help you quickly assess student work 
as a whole. To create a holistic rubric, 
decide which aspects of the assignment 
are most important and use these to 
guide your feedback. Holistic rubrics 
allow for more impressionistic respons-
es to assignments, and encourage sub-
stantive comments, including guidance 
for future work. 

Analytic Rubrics are used to as-
sess particular components of an as-
signment according to specific cri-
teria. To create an analytic rubric, 
determine the criteria most relevant 
to the learning outcomes, and decide 
which descriptors best characterize 
the different levels of success. Analytic 
rubrics allow for quick assessment of a 
range of criteria, without the need for 
detailed comments. Sample descrip-
tors  to help with this can be found in 
the table on the next page.

5 RUBRICS
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LEVEL1 LEVEL 2 LEVEL 3 LEVEL 4

Limited
Few/little
Inaccurate
With assistance
Limited understanding
Rarely
Incomplete
Unclear
Poor/minimal
Inconsistent
Little evidence
Major/very frequent 
errors
Imprecise

Under-developed 

Adequate
Some
Somewhat accurate
With frequent assistance 
Some understanding
Sometimes/Occasionally
Somewhat complete
Partially clear
Fair/satisfactory
Somewhat consistent
Some evidence
Regular/recurring 
errors
Occasionally precise, some-
what precise
Developed to some degree

Sound 
Most/several
Mostly accurate
Usually independent
Good understanding
Frequently/Often/Usually
Complete
Clear
Good
Generally consistent
Solid evidence
Few/minor errors

Generally precise

Well-developed 

Extensive 
All
Fully accurate
Always Independent
Thorough understanding
Always/Consistently
Thorough/Comprehensive
Very clear
Excellent
Always consistent
Strong evidence
Error free

Very precise, consistently 
precise
Extensively-developed

Taken from Slide Share, Retrieved May 5, 2010 from http://www.slideshare.net/swamifox/sample-rubric-descriptors

6 FEEDBACK
Make the most of the instructional potential in grading assignments by providing formative feedback that gives 
students concrete suggestions on how they can improve. 

Problems with “Non-Feedback”
•	 Doesn’t define what behaviours may have contributed positively or negatively to the evaluation

•	 Doesn’t contain specific information to allow the learner to modify future behaviour

•	 Doesn’t define the desired behaviour. 
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Examples of helpful and not helpful feedback

HELPFUL 

•	 Further discussion of X is crucial here

•	 Actually, Y argued that...

•	 Overall, your argument needs development to 
be convincing. Next time, try...

•	 Sentence structure needs work. [Come to my 
office hours or book an appointment with a 
Writing Centre]

NOT HELPFUL

•	 Explain!

•	 No!

•	 This argument is weak

•	 Awkward

What makes feedback effective?

HELPFUL 

•	 Specific
•	 Constructive
•	 Useful
•	 Supportive
•	 Based on first hand information
•	 Fair
•	 Honest
•	 Immediate
•	 Focused on behaviour

NOT HELPFUL

•	 Global
•	 Negative
•	 Impossible to change the situation
•	 Judgmental/A personality attack
•	 Hearsay or speculative
•	 Based only on one incident
•	 Used to protect feelings/egos
•	 Delayed
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For Instructors: Assignment Evaluation Checklist
Use the following checklist to help you as an instructor evaluate your assessment plan. 

I have articulated the learning outcomes for my course.

The types of assignments I’ve chosen will help students achieve those learning 
outcomes.

The assignment types are common genres within my discipline.

The assignment questions and formats fit with the readings and other course materials.

The assignments require appropriate cognitive skills for the level of the course.

I have provided a variety of assignments (or types of questions) so that students will not 
be assessed by only one measure.

I have included  some informal, low-stakes assignments to help students master both 
the content and skills needed to complete larger assignments (i.e., scaffolding learning).

Taken together, the assignments will help students master the content of the course

I have identified and shared resources (e.g., handouts, exercises, planned instruction, or 
library support) to adequately support students in completing the assignments.

Students will not have to complete assignments on content that hasn’t yet been covered 
in lectures.

Assignment due dates are spaced at reasonable intervals throughout the course.

I have clearly articulated expectations for each assignment.

I have developed a rubric for how assignments will be graded.

I have shared this assignment rubric with students.

I have ensured that students will receive formative feedback on early assignments to 
help them complete later assignments.

The number of assignments is a reasonable workload for the length of the course. 

I (or my TAs) will have enough time to mark the assignments and return them 
promptly. 

My assessment plan complies with university policies. 

YES NO
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