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Learning Targets: Helping Students Aim for Understanding
Sue Brookhart
Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual
Thinking and Learning Conferences
May, 2017

Session Summary
The first thing students need to learn is what it is that they are supposed to be learning. Sharing
learning targets and criteria for success is the fundamental formative assessment method, upon
which all the others depend. Learning targets are often characterized as simply instructional
objectives in student-friendly language. This is not true! A learning target is only a target if
students are aiming for it, and a learning target is tied to what students actually do in an
individual lesson. Participants in this session will discover strategies for helping students
answer the question “What am I supposed to be learning?”
Objectives and Outcomes:
x Viewing a learning target from the student’s point of view
x Making learning targets “live” in a lesson: the performance of understanding
x Developing assessment-capable students: student look-fors
Session Outline
x Why every lesson should have a learning target
x Learning targets form a learning trajectory
x Learning targets include four elements:
o Learning target statement
o Lesson-sized chunk of content
o Performance of understanding
o Success criteria or student “look-fors”
x Planning a lesson using a learning target theory of action (p. 2)
For More Information:
Learning Targets: Helping Students Aim for Understanding in Today’s Lesson, by Connie M.
Moss & Susan M. Brookhart, 2016,
2012, Hawker
ASCD. Brownlow Education

© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELSBT0202
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2017

1

2
To be able to do this we must
learn and understand that…

(Content knowledge, skills,
reasoning)

What idea, topic, or subject is
important for me to learn and
understand so I can use this
information to do it?

You will know you have hit the
learning target when you are
able to say…

(Student Look-Fors)

(Performance of Understanding)

You will show you can do this
by…

How will I know I can do this?
How well do I have to do it?

How will I be asked to show
that I can do this?
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How will this learning target be shared with students?

Today we are learning…

(The target statement: Describe the
learning in age and developmentally
appropriate language that students
would understand.)

What am I learning? What
will I be able to do when I
finish today’s lesson?
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LEARNING
TARGETS
HELPING STUDENTS AIM FOR
UNDERSTANDING
Sue Brookhart
Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual Thinking & Learning
Conferences, May 2017

2

Learning Target

I can explain the rationale for
using learning targets in
daily classroom lessons.

3

Two Kinds of Support
• Research support

• Support from teaching examples and practical experience
• Why learning targets?
• Why a target for each lesson?
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Research Support
Targets that are explained with a meaningful, relevant
rationale and reveal what competency or mastery looks like
(Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000)
help students aim for mastery (Hattie & Timperley, 2007;
Sadler, 1989).

5

Research Support
Increased achievement and increase in
student self-assessment capabilities result
when students understand the criteria for
good work.
• Primary projects (Higgins, Harris & Kuehn, 1994)
• Elementary and middle school writing (Andrade, Du,

& Wang, 2008; Andrade, Du, & Mycek, 2010; Coe et
al., 2011)
• Middle school mathematics (Ross, Hoagaboam-Gray,
& Rolheiser, 2002)
• Middle school special education (Lee & Lee, 2009)
• Secondary school social studies (Panadero, Tapia, &
Huertas, 2012; Ross & Starling, 2008)

6

Learning Target Theory of Action
The most effective teaching and the most meaningful
student learning happen when teachers design the right
learning target for today’s lesson and use it along with their
students to aim for and assess understanding (Moss &
Brookhart, 2016,
2012, p.22)

4
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Support from Teaching Examples
View the video

• Shows the first few minutes of an 8th grade mathematics

lesson
• Whole lesson lasted 50 minutes
• This was the first in a series of 12 lessons on exponents.

8

Compare IO and LT
• Standard - Know and apply the properties of integer

exponents to generate equivalent numerical expressions.
For example, 32 × 3–5 = 3–3 = 1/33 = 1/27. (CCSS
Mathematics Standard 8.EE.1)
• Instructional Objective – TSWBAT solve problems using
the rules for multiplying exponents.
• Learning Target - I can show why you add exponents to
simplify expressions like 22 × 23=25.

9

Support from Teaching Examples
View the video

Shows the first few minutes of 4th-5th grade writing lesson
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Five Characteristics of
A Learning Target
1. Describes what students will learn in today’s lesson.
2. In language students can understand.
3. From the point of view of a student who is learning it
for the first time.
4. Connected to a performance of
understanding—what students do,
make, say, or write—to help them
learn it.
5. Provides students things to look for to
assess their understanding as they are
learning and working.

11

Learning Target
I can explain the rationale for
using learning targets in
daily classroom lessons.
PERFORMANCE OF UNDERSTANDING:
Compose a brief explanation that you would give to a
colleague who asked “Why are you using learning targets?”

SUCCESS CRITERIA:
Would your colleague believe this? Would it persuade him/her to
try using learning targets?

12

Learning Target

I can plan learning targets with
meaningful performances of
understanding and student look-fors.

6
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Potential Learning Trajectory
(Why “daily” targets in every class?)

TOMORROW AND BEYOND
TODAY

(Next Lesson, Unit Goal, Standard)

(Learning Target)

YESTERDAY
(Previous Lesson)

14

2nd Grade Mathematics
I can subtract a
1-digit number
from a 2-digit
number without
regrouping,
using cubes.

I can subtract a
1-digit number
from a 2-digit
number with
regrouping,
using cubes.

I can subtract a
1-digit number
from a 2-digit
number without
regrouping,
without using
cubes.

I can subtract a
2-digit number
from a 2-digit
number.

I can subtract a
1-digit number
from a 2-digit
number with
regrouping,
without using
cubes.

[CCSS in Mathematics 2.OA.1:
Represent and solve problems involving addition and
subtraction.]

15

Example of a Trajectory –
Pythagorean Theorem
Lesson

8th

grade Math,

Learning Target Statement

1

I can discover how the sides of a right triangle are related.
[Discovery lesson to arrive at a2 + b2 = c2.]

2

I can determine whether a triangle is a right triangle by seeing
whether it satisfies a2 + b2 = c2.

3

I can find the length of the hypotenuse of a right triangle given the
lengths of the two legs.

4

I can find the length of the missing leg of a right triangle given the
lengths of the hypotenuse and one leg.

5

I can decide whether a missing side of a right triangle is a
hypotenuse or leg and find its length.

6

I can apply the Pythagorean Theorem to real-world problems.
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Example of a Trajectory –
Science, Unit on Mass
Lesson

7th

grade

Learning Target Statement

1

I can explain how mass is different from weight.

2

I can measure mass in metric unit grams.

3

I can explain the parts and functions of a triple balance beam.

4

I can explain how to use a triple balance beam to measure mass.

5

I can measure the mass of objects in grams using a triple balance
beam.

6

I can measure the mass of objects in grams using a triple balance
beam and explain why the same size objects have different
masses.

7

Unit assessment – measuring the mass of objects in grams and
explaining why the same size objects have different weights

17

Example of a Trajectory – 8th grade
History, Road to the Revolutionary War
Theme: Different perspectives on historical events and how those
perspectives manifest themselves in history
Lesson

Learning Target Statement (I can explain …)

1

The French and Indian War brought up issues between the
colonists and England in terms of how to handle the national debt.

2

The impact of different perspectives on the acts of the English and
the financial burden placed on the colonists.

3

Protests and boycotts created a wide divide that directly led to
open rebellion.

4

Perspectives played a role in interpreting colonial rebellion that led
to a formal declaration of independence.

18

10th Grade Social Studies
This teacher used a list of understandings coupled with relevant
performances of understanding and student look-fors, rather than I-can
statements.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

8

The characteristics of a bureaucracy and three agencies or sub-units of the
federal government
The make-up and responsibilities of the Executive Office of the President
The make-up and responsibilities of the Cabinet Departments and their
relationship to the Executive Office of the President
The make-up, responsibilities, and three types of independent agencies
How to analyze certain issues facing the U.S. and relate them to the
appropriate type of independent agency
Compare and contrast private business management with the
management of federal agencies
Evaluate whether the bureaucratic method is the most effective way to
organize and manage government functions
Various taxes are levied to fund various parts of the federal bureaucracy
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Distinguish between
• What students DO during a lesson

• What students LEARN from a lesson

20

Example
View the video

Shows a middle lesson on a 5th grade unit about close
reading of informational text

21

Compare IO and LT
• Standard - Determine two or more main ideas of a text

and explain how they are supported by key details;
summarize the text. (CCSS Reading Informational Text
Standard 5.2)
• Instructional Objective – TSWBAT identify main idea in
grade-level informational text.
• Learning Target - I can get the gist and determine the
main idea in a newspaper article about Seneca people.
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Where does it come from?
Instructional Objective

• Derived from a standard

and/or curricular goal.

Learning Target

• Derived from an

instructional
instructiona
on l objective.
on
objec

23

Who uses it?
Instructional Objective

• Used by the teacher to

guide instruction during a
lesson or over a g
group
p of
lessons.

Learning Target

• Used by teacher and

students to aim for
understanding and assess
the q
quality of student work
d
du
dur
u in today’s lesson.
during

24

What does it describe, and in what
manner?
Instructional Objective

• Describes content

knowledge and skills that
students should be able to
demonstrate.
• Uses teacher language
(the language of
curriculum and
standards).
• May span one lesson or a
set of lessons.

10

Learning Target

• Asks, “What am I going to

learn?”
• Uses student language as

well as pictures, models,
and/or demonstrations.
• Asks, “What should I be
able to do at the end of
today’s lesson? How is it
connected to yesterday’s
and tomorrow’s lessons?”
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How does it connect to a performance
of understanding?
Instructional Objective

• Generalizes to many

potential tasks, from
which teachers select one
or several to be the
performance of
understanding for
instructional activities and
formative assessments for
a series of lessons.

Learning Target

• Is connected to the

specific performance of
understanding that the
teacher has chosen for
today’s lesson.

26

How does it promote evidence-based
assessment?
Instructional Objective

• Includes criteria and

performance standards in
teacher language.

Learning Target

• Includes student look-fors

(criteria and performance
standards in student
language), often
accompanied by tools
(eg., “I can” statements,
rubrics, checklists) and
examples of work.

27

Learning Targets and Differentiation
• Using principles of Universal Design for Learning
• Minimize barriers
• Maximize flexibility
• Multiple, flexible methods of presentation
• Multiple, flexible methods of expression and

apprenticeship
• Multiple, flexible opportunities for engagement
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Three ways to use learning targets
in differentiating instruction
Plan A:
• Same learning target
• Same student evidence and criteria
• Different materials

29

Examples
• 5th Grade close reading, from video
• 3rd grade report on butterfly life cycle
• Learning target: I can explain the life cycle of a butterfly.
• Performance of understanding: Drawing of life cycle with
explanation in own words
• Differentiated materials (to support more and less detailed
explanations and diagrams): Books, articles, videos, simple
handout

30

Three ways to use learning targets
in differentiating instruction
Plan B:
• Same learning target
• Different student evidence and criteria
• Different materials

12
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Example

Grade 5 Reading

32

Three ways to use learning targets
in differentiating instruction
Plan C:
• Different learning target (based on standards)
• Different student evidence and criteria
• Different materials

33

Example
• 2nd grade students are learning how to put to put details

into their stories.
• Learning target: I can write a story about my weekend that is so

clear my reader really knows what I did.
• Evidence: Write a story about your weekend, including at least 4

things you did.
• Some students’ learning target: I can write a sentence about my

weekend that has a complete thought.
• Evidence: Write a sentence about your weekend.
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On Target
I shared an insight
or thought that
was genuine,
relevant, and
worthwhile.
Reasoning I explained why I
chose the thought
I shared.

Content

Not on Target
I shared a thought
that was made-up,
irrelevant, or trivial;
OR I didn’t share a
thought.
I didn’t explain why
I chose the thought
I shared; OR my
explanation was not
sensible.

35

Critique These Learning Targets
1.

I can complete a sequence chart for the story we read.

2.

I can explain how Colonial discontent with government
reached the stage of full-scale revolution.

3.

I can develop a formula for the sum of the interior
angles of any convex polygon.

36

What about inquiry learning?
• Students still need a learning target, performance of

understanding, and look-fors
• Students are doing directed inquiry, not just “mucking

about”

14
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What about inquiry learning?
• Example from (intended) exponents lesson:
• I can discover a formula for multiplying exponents.
• Example from a science lab:
• I can explain how water gets from soil to the leaves of a plant.
• In general, inquiry learning is usually question-driven.

Use the question to formulate the learning target.

38

A strong performance of understanding makes the learning
target visible and translates it into action for the students.
It shows, develops, and gives evidence of essential
knowledge and skills.

39

Counterexample
I can identify character attributes from reading a
piece of text.
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Example
• LTS Today we are learning that an effective paragraph

has an opening, uses transition words that build from one
part of the paragraph to the other, and leads to the end
(conclusion).
• POU Students will compare two paragraphs, one with
open/transitions/close and one without. How are they
different? Which is better and why?
• L-Fs Can I locate the transition words? Can I explain
whether they were used appropriately? Can I identify the
opening and closing and explain whether each is effective
or not?

41

Practice – Which is which?
• Students complete a problem set and explain their work.

Then they compare their answers with a partner.
• Did I move the addition/subtraction first? Did I move the

multiplication/division next? Did I move the number with
the variable? Did I put my solution back into the original
equation to check it?
• I can solve a two-step equation (e.g., 2x + 3 = 7) using
inverse operations.

42

Practice – Which is which?
• I can watch what a character says, looks like, and feels in

the beginning & end of a story to see if the character
changed.
• Are the character traits I identify the important ones for the
story? Can I tell when a character began to change?
Can I explain why the event helped the character to
change? Does the explanation make sense?
• Use a graphic organizer to identify character traits at the
beginning & end of the story.

16
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44

Example

45

Example
Today we are learning that
• “What goes in, must come out” (Atoms that are reactant
molecules in a chemical reaction must also be present in
the product molecules of that reaction)
• “What comes out of one, goes into the other!” (The
products of photosynthesis are needed as reactants in
cellular respiration and the products of cellular respiration
are needed as reactants for photosynthesis)

© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELSBT0202
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2017

17

SUSAN BROOKHART

FRIDAY 19 MAY 2017

SESSION TWO

46

Which of these is the performance of
understanding?
Review purposes of photosynthesis and cellular
respiration (on board).
2. Review chemical equations for each.
3. Carry out a modeling activity where students build
molecular models for the reactants for each equation
and demonstrate how they become the products. The
activity has stages with checks at the end of each one.
4. At the end of the activity, students answer written
questions.
1.

47

A Learning Target is More Than a
Statement
• A learning target includes all four columns of the four-

column framework
• A learning target is only a target when it “lives” in a lesson

48

Success Criteria
• Students “look-fors”
• Sharable in several ways
• I can statements
• Rubrics
• Checklists
• Guiding questions
• By analyzing exemplars

18
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Success Criteria Complete the
Learning Target

Student Lookfors (Success
Criteria)

Learning
Target
Statement

Performance
of
Understanding

Lesson-sized
Chunk of
Concepts and
Skills

50

The Whole Thing is the Learning
Target

Student Lookfors (Success
Criteria)

Learning
Target
Statement

Performance
of
Understanding

Lesson-sized
Chunk of
Concepts and
Skills

51
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How does a Learning Target “Live” in a
Lesson?
• Share the target verbally
• Students put the learning target into their own words or explain

it to a friend
• Students use an organizing visual—a picture, chart, video,

smart board image, or handout that unpacks an important
concept
• Students and teacher refer to the learning target throughout the
lesson in ways that help the students self-assess
• Students analyze and discuss examples of strong and weak
work
• Students discuss the connection of today’s lesson to what they
learned previously and where they are headed in this lesson
group

53

Evidence
• 24 administrators, 1 district, all levels
• Each identified one high-flyer (in formative assessment),

one medium, and one low performing teacher
• Walk-through observations, 72 different teachers
• Results published in Moss, Brookhart, & Long, 2013

54

Teacher shared learning targets/success
criteria via the following communication
modes:
 Orally

 Written

 Displays

H=92%
M=96%
L=96%

H=67%
M=46%
L=25%

H=46%
M=17%
L=4%

 Demos/
Modeling
H=54%
M=25%
L=29%

[25% of High Group teachers used all 4 modes]

20
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Teacher communicated the learning targets and the
success criteria
 During
instruction/
ongoing
H=71%
M=67%
L=46%

 Prior to
instruction
H=88%
M=79%
L=58%

 At the
conclusion of
instruction
H=54%
M=4%
L=13%

[46% of High Group teachers shared before, during, and
after]

56

Teacher engaged students in applying success criteria in
these ways. Helped students:
 Compare
their work to
anchors or
exemplars.

 Identify
anchors or
models based
in the criteria.

H=46%
M=33%
L=21%

H=29%
M=13%
L=13%

 Use rubrics,  Develop
checklists, or success
other tools to criteria.
self-assess.
H=46%
M=33%
L=17%

H=8%
M=0%
L=0%

[21% of High Group teachers used 3 4 methods]

57

Success Criteria
View the video

• Shows a 2nd grade teacher setting up students for

success in a lesson about using powerful words in writing.
• What do you notice about this teacher’s use of success

criteria?
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Success Criteria
View the video

• Shows a 3rd grade teacher setting up students for success

in a lesson about writing about characters by making
inferences from text.
• What do you notice about this teacher’s use of success
criteria?

59

Compare the Videos
• How are the teachers’ uses of success criteria alike?

How are they different?
• Summarize your findings in a T-chart or a Venn diagram.

60

Avoid Two Common Errors
• Success criteria that amount to restating the learning

target
• Success criteria that focus on following directions or

the requirements for the assignment

22
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6 Points
Title of poster
Order of life
cycle stages
Illustrations of each
stage are evident.

Illustrations
of life cycle
stages
Description of
life cycle
stages

Stages are described
with at least 2 details.

4 Points

2 Points

Title is evident on
poster, correctly
spelled and
capitalized
All the stages of the
life cycle are in the
correct order. Stages
are correctly labeled.
One or two
illustrations of the life
cycle stages are
missing.
Stages are described
with one detail. One
or more stage is
missing.

Title is on poster, but
with errors or it is
hard to read

No title or heading

One or more stages
of the life cycle are in
the wrong order.

Not included

More than 2
illustrations of the life
cycle stages are
missing.
Stages are
incomplete missing.
Stages have one or
zero supporting
details.
Poster is somewhat
neat and organized.
Some correct
spelling, punctuation,
and capitalization.
Poster shows signs of
little effort.

Not included

Poster is very neat
and organized. Title
and all sentences
have correct spelling,
capitalization,
and punctuation.

Overall
appearance of
poster

0 Points

Not included

Poster is messy,
many errors, not
colored, or
unfinished. Poster
shows no signs of
effort.

First draft, Life Cycle Project rubric

62

Advanced
Order of life
cycle stages
Illustrations
of life cycle
stages
Description
of life cycle
stages

Each stage has an
illustration that gives
an especially clear or
detailed view about
what happens to the
animal then.
Stages are described
accurately.
Descriptions are
especially complete
and detailed.

Proficient
All the stages of the
life cycle are in the
correct order and
correctly labeled.
Each stage has an
illustration that helps
show what happens
to the animal then.

Nearing
Proficient

Novice

One or more stages
of the life cycle are in
the wrong order.

No order is specified,
or order is incorrect.

Some stage
illustrations do not
show what happens
to the animal then.

Illustrations do not
help show what
happens to the
animal during its life
cycle.

Stages are described Stages are described
accurately.
with some inaccurate
or incomplete
information.

No stages are
described, or stages
are described
inaccurately.

Revised version, Life Cycle Project rubric,
Used with a checklist for assignment requirements

63

Checklist for assignment requirements
• Not used for grading – used formatively
• By students (self and/or peers)

My Poster Checklist
___
___
___
___
___
___

My poster has a title.
My poster is neat.
My poster is well organized.
My poster has correct spelling.
My poster has correct capitalization.
My poster has correct punctuation.
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What happens when bad criteria are used?

65

Student A – 7th grade inclusion

66
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Student B – 7th grade inclusion

68

69

Learning Target
I can plan learning targets with
meaningful performances of
understanding and student look-fors.
Create one learning target for a unit you teach or could
teach. Use the four-column framework (handout).
1. Individually
2. Review protocol and revision
3. Whole group sharing
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72
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74

Review Protocol
• Around the table, count off as “A” and “B.”
• Form pairs (one A and one B).
• A (presenter) presents their learning target and sample lesson
• B (discussant) responds to A’s plan with comment, question,
example, or detail, focusing on these criteria
• Targets describe what students are to LEARN
• Performance of understanding embodies target
• Look-fors support meaningful student self-assessment and

teacher feedback.
• Learning target (4 columns, including statement, POU, L-Fs)

makes sense as a whole.

• Repeat with B as presenter.

75

susanbrookhart@bresnan.net
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RELATED RESOURCES
Available from Hawker Brownlow Education
Qty

Code

Title

Price

109031
SF113073
109038
111005
115003

Advancing Formative Assessment in Every Classroom
ASCD Arias Publication: Grading And Group Work
Exploring Formative Assessment
Formative Assessment Strategies for Every Classroom, 2nd Edition
Formative Classroom Walkthroughs: How Principals and Teachers
Collaborate to Raise Student Achievement
Giving Students Effective Feedback (Quick Reference Guide)
Grading and Learning: Practices That Support Student Achievement
How to Assess Higher-Order Thinking Skills in Your Classroom
How To Create and Use Rubrics for Formative Assessment and Grading
How To Design Questions And Tasks To Assess Student Thinking

$32.95
$15.00
$19.95
$69.00
$35.95

QRG116087
SOT2271
109111
112001
114014

$19.95
$27.95
$25.95
$29.95
$27.95

Qty

Code

Title

Price

116066
116003
112002

How to Give Effective Feedback to Your Students, 2nd Edition
How to Make Decisions with Different Kinds of Student Assessment Data
Learning Targets: Helping Students Aim for Understanding in Today's
Lesson
Performance Assessment Quick Reference Guide
Performance Assessment: Showing What Students Know and Can Do
Rubrics for Formative Assessment and Grading (Quick Reference Guide)

$35.95
$35.95
$35.95

LSM7375
LSM6081
QRG117045

Total (plus freight) $

LSM6081

111005

115003

109031

112002

109038

116003

LSM7375

116066

109111

112001

SF113073

SOT2271

QRG116087

Attention ................................................................ Order Number ....................
Name of School .............................................................................................
Address .........................................................................................................
.................................................................... State ....................P/Code ...........
Country ........................................................................................................
Email: ...........................................................................................................
Yes, I would like to receive emails from Hawker Brownlow Education about
future workshops, conferences and the latest publications.

$15.00
$35.95
$19.95

114014

QRG117045

Terms of Trade
• Prices are quoted in Australian dollars ($AUD) and include GST
• All prices are subject to change without notice.
• For New Zealand customers, at the time of invoice, we will convert the amount into New
Zealand dollars ($NZD) so that you can pay by cheque or credit card in New Zealand
dollars ($NZD).
• Full money-back guarantee.
• We do realise it is difficult to order sight unseen. To assist you in your selection, please
visit our website <www.hbe.com.au>. Go to ‘Browse Books’ and most titles will give you
the option to view the first few pages of the book. Click ‘View Contents’ on your selected
book page.
• We will supply our books on approval, and if they do not suit your requirements we will
accept undamaged returns for full credit or refund. Posters are for firm sale only and will
not be sent on approval. Please be aware that delivery and return postage is the responsibility of the customer.
• Freight costs are determined at Australia Post rates, with a minimum delivery charge of
$9.50 within Australia and $15.00 for New Zealand for each order.
• Please provide your street address for delivery purposes.

To place an order, request a catalogue or find out more about our resources:
Call
1800 334 603
(03) 8558 2444

Fax
1800 150 445
(03) 8558 2400

Online
www.hbe.com.au

Mail
Hawker Brownlow Education
PO Box 580,
Moorabbin, VIC 3189

Do you want to know all about the latest professional development events in your area? Be the first to find out about new releases from world-renowned and local authors with the HBE
e-newsletter! Upcoming titles will feature authentic assessment and digital media, along with a strong focus on success in mathematics and literacy. Sign up to our FREE e-newsletter
at www.hbe.com.au.

Online ‘On Account’ ordering now available!
If you have a pre-existing account with Hawker Brownlow Education, you can now order online and pay using that account.

