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Principal Leadership: What are the 
best ways to find out how well students 
are learning? What is the evidence 
of understanding that teachers and 
administrators must see?
Jay McTighe: Well, there are a couple 
of points to consider. First, we need to 
have clarity about the learning goals 
that we seek. And while this may seem 
obvious, it really is the foundation 
of good assessment. The clearer that 
teachers and administrators are about 
what they’re trying to achieve and 
what they want students to learn, then 
the better they will be able to identify 
the most appropriate assessments of 
that learning.

A second point relates to the state 
standards or provincial outcomes to 
which we are obligated. One of the 
challenges of teaching to the stan-
dards has to do with the volume of 
content represented. Every teacher 
can relate to the reality that there is 
simply too much content and not 

enough time to teach it all. Thus, it 
is important to establish priorities by 
identifying essential and enduring 
knowledge. Once there is clarity on 
priorities for learning, principals and 
teachers can begin asking about the 
assessment question.

PL: What questions should principals 
be asking?
McTighe: I propose that principals 
ask two essential questions of their 
teachers and department chairpersons. 
Number one: “What are the most 
important learnings that you want 
your students to achieve?” In this 
regard, I recommend that department 
teams work together to “unpack” their 
content standards into three catego-
ries: the nice to know, the essential 
knowledge and skills, and the enduring 
 understandings. 

Too often, secondary teaching fo-
cuses on “covering” discrete facts and 
skills. When I speak of “understand-

ings,” I am refering to the underlying 
concepts, principles, and processes 
that are central to a subject or topic. 
These big ideas help students make 
sense of the more-discrete facts and 
skills and enable them to transfer their 
learning to new situations.

Once teachers are clear about 
learning priorities, then a second 
question follows: “What evidence will 
show that students have achieved the 
desired learning?” The rubber meets 
the road with the assessments. It’s one 
thing for a department team to agree 
on what they want students to under-
stand or be able to do; it’s another 
thing to specify what they will accept 
as evidence of that understanding or 
proficiency. And without agreement 
on goals and assessments, two or three 
teachers can be teaching the same 
course but with different emphases 
and disparate assessments. 

A finer-grained point relates to the 
use of appropriate assessment meth-
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ods. Different learning targets call for 
different types of assessment evidence. 
If the social studies teachers want stu-
dents to know the names of modern 
capital cities throughout the world, 
they can assess that knowledge in a 
straightforward, objective way using a 
multiple choice, matching, or fill-in-
the-blank format. 

However, if they want students to 
show that they understand how and 
why political boundaries change over 
time, that’s a different goal and it calls 
for explanation, not just recall. When 
the goals call for open-ended perfor-
mance assessments, teachers need a 
common rubric to use for evaluation. 
These rubrics should also be selected 
or developed by a team so that student 
performance will be evaluated in con-
sistent ways.

PL: What are some of the other things 
that administrators can do to support 
this process?

McTighe: I recommend five specific 
actions. The first is to have teachers get 
together in department and grade-
level teams to unpack content stan-
dards and identify the most important 
and enduring ideas and essential 
skills in their courses. As part of this 
process, principals should remind 
staff members that their job is not to 
simply cover a textbook; it is to teach 
the important ideas and processes 
in the subjects they teach, guided by 
standards and curricular priorities. The 
book should function as a resource, 
not as the  syllabus. 

PL: And the second action?
McTighe: The second action is to ask 
the assessment question, “Given the 
priorities—the essential, enduring 
understandings, knowledge, and skills 
that we’ve identified for our courses—
what will we accept as evidence of 
achievement?” I’m a strong advocate 
of having departments agree on com-

mon assessments. Given agreed-upon 
course goals and priorities, teachers 
should come to consensus about 
acceptable evidence of achieving 
those goals. Indeed, principals and 
department chairs need to manage the 
school’s curriculum not by the inputs 
(standards identified, teachers’ use of 
particular strategies, student seat time) 
but through student learning outcomes, 
and we need common assessments to 
monitor the results of curriculum and 
instruction. 

When considering common as-
sessments, I encourage departments to 
focus on the most important course 
and departmental priorities, not sim-
ply those that are easiest to test. Often, 
these priorities call for some type of 
performance assessments that require 
application, critical thinking, and 
transfer, not simply recall. 

Here’s an essential question that 
principals can raise with departments: 
“Are we assessing what we most value 
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or only those things that are easi-
est to test and grade?” Principals can 
promote curricular coherence and 
assessment consistency by periodi-
cally reviewing departmental course 
assessments in light of identified 
learning priorities. If there is a mis-
match between course goals and the 
assessments, this disparity needs to be 
addressed. 

Predictably, some teachers will 
resist the idea of common assess-
ments because they believe that it 
impinges on their academic freedom, 
they perceive it as a means of evaluat-
ing their performance, or they simply 
wish to be left alone to do their own 
thing. Nonetheless, our responsibility 
to student learning calls for adminis-
trative and departmental leadership in 
this arena, even if some staff members 
don’t like it.

By the way, I am not recom-
mending that we standardize every 
classroom assessment. Of course, 
teachers need flexibility to use a quiz 
when they see fit. We simply need 
to agree on the overall assessment 
evidence that will show that students 
are achieving identified course and 
program goals.

PL: What is the third action?
McTighe: Actually, actions three, four, 
and five flow together. Once we have 
identified a few common assessments 
for a course, teachers need to get 
together to evaluate student perfor-
mance on the assessments, select 
samples of student work to illustrate 
performance standards, and identify 
needed improvement actions. There 
are various published protocols for 
a team to use in evaluating student 
performance. In general, such a pro-
cess involves more than just scoring 
or grading. It includes looking for 
patterns of performance—for example, 
what are the areas of greatest strength? 

Weakness? Are there noteworthy mis-
understandings or skill errors? What 
needs greater instructional emphasis? 
Such patterns invariably arise when 
you look at student work across class-
rooms, and they provide invaluable 
information for adjusting instruction. 

When performance-type assess-
ments are used, teachers can identify 
samples, sometimes called “anchors,” 
to illustrate different performance 
levels. This is frequently done in writ-
ing and visual arts. These anchors have 
several purposes. Teacher evaluations 
become more more consistent when 
they not only use the same rubric but 
also agree on samples of student work 
that correspond to the different per-
formance levels of the rubric. This pro-
cess provides tangible examples that 
can be used throughout the depart-
ment to anchor the scoring system and 
establish the performance standards of 
“how good is good enough.” 

The anchors also serve an instruc-
tional purpose. Teachers can use the ex-
amples (with student names removed) 
with future students to help them see 
the difference between excellent, good, 
fair, and poor work. Finally, the anchor 
examples are also invaluable for new 
staff members since they can see actual 
examples of student work on valued 
assessments that are tied to the rubric. 
This really helps novice teachers get on 
board with a whole standards-based 
system almost immediately, as op-
posed to waiting three or four years to 
try to figure it all out.

PL: What you are describing is very 
much a team atmosphere.
McTighe: Yes. This process is very fa-
miliar—just ask the football  coaches. 
Often, the coaches will get together 
at someone’s house or apartment on 
Sunday, look at game films from Fri-
day or Saturday’s game, evaluate how 
the team did, and then plan the next 
week’s practices to address the weak 
areas with the upcoming opponent in 
mind. This idea of working in teams 
to evaluate performance and plan for 
improvement is at the heart of what 
coaches and advisers do in athlet-
ics and in extracurriculars like band, 
drama, and so on. I’m simply saying, 
let’s extend this model that we know 
works to become a fundamental part 
of all departmental work.

The implications for principals 
should be clear. Principals have to 
communicate clearly to teachers 
that their job includes working as a 
team—and provide adequate sched-
uling and planning times for teams. 
Teachers should not expect that they 
will simply go into their rooms, close 
the doors, and do what they do. The 
whole department must work together 
to unpack content, identify learning 
priorities, identify appropriate assess-
ment evidence, examine results, and 
identify the most effective ways of 
addressing the problem areas. Indeed, 
this work lies at the heart of a profes-
sional learning community.

PL: Besides encouraging teams to work 
together, are there other ways to share 
knowledge?
McTighe: Grant Wiggins and I have 
proposed that departments begin to 
compile what we’re calling “trouble-
shooting guides.” Consider computer 
software. A few years ago when you 
bought a new software package, you 
used to get a large manual with detailed 
directions and troubleshooting tips. 

Jay McTighe
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But increasingly, these guides are now 
made available online because software 
developers, even with testing and focus 
groups, can’t predict all the problems 
that users are going to encounter. When 
a user calls in with a problem to the 
help desk, they make note of it, and if 
it’s not something they’ve already seen 
or heard, they troubleshoot, figure it 
out, and put a response online. So what 
users get is an increasingly detailed and 
specific troubleshooting guide, avail-
able online.

We propose the same thing for 
schools. Departments can begin 
compiling lists of very specific strate-
gies, techniques, and resources that 
address the persistent and predictable 
learning problems that kids encounter 
in various courses. And if such a guide 
were created electronically and even 
posted on a Web site, then any teacher 
teaching that course, not only within 
the school, but within the district and 
throughout the state, would have ac-
cess to specific and practical ideas and 
resources. 

PL: How do you see the summative 
assessment data that the district or the 
state provides at the end of the school 
year being used to help inform the 
instructional planning?
McTighe: Summative assessment data 
from state accountability tests provide 
important information about student 
achievement, and educators need to 
systematically look at the results of 
state tests and address the revealed 
areas of weakness in student achieve-
ment. However, I would like to inject 
a note of caution here. While state 
accountability tests are clearly im-
portant, we must recognize that they 
do not give a full picture of student 
learning—that is, there are usually 
some important educational goals that 
aren’t easily assessed in a large-scale, 
standardized way. 

This is why we need local assess-
ments and departmental assessments 
to supplement and compliment the 
external tests. Moreover, a once-a-year 
snapshot of learning does not provide 
sufficient feedback necessary to help 
educators improve student achieve-
ment. Thus, I suggest that we think of 
assessment as a photo album, a collec-
tion of pictures over time. Principals 
can support learning by constantly 
asking, “How well are our students 
learning?” “What’s the evidence?” “Are 
we assessing everything we value?” 
and “What are we doing to address 
weak areas of performance?” 

PL: Can you identify some data-
supported areas that a principal 
might look at as he or she goes 
into classrooms to be sure that the 
observation of what is going on in the 
classroom is effective?
McTighe: Yes, there are some day-
to-day things that principals can be 
looking for. Teachers have to be clear 
about what the standards mean and 
the learning priorities. Moreover, they 
need to help their students understand 
these learning goals and how their 
learning will be assessed.

One immediate implication for 
administrators occurs when they visit 
classrooms. Instead of simply sitting 
in the back with a clipboard watching 
the teachers, school leaders should 
be watching the students and, when 
appropriate, talking with them. Ask 
questions like, “What are the impor-
tant goals in this unit that you’re do-
ing right now?” “How will the teacher 
know that you’ve learned the things 
that are most important?” “How will 
your work be judged?” “What do you 
have to do to get an A versus a C?” 

Students should be able to answer 
such questions if the teacher has com-
municated the goals and assessment 
expectations clearly to the learners. 
If the kids don’t know what’s really 
important, don’t know how their work 
will be judged, aren’t sure how what 
they’re doing today relates to what 
they will be doing tomorrow because 
they have no long-term goals, they’re 
less likely to take it seriously, and 
they’re more likely to just go through 
the motions in a minimum-compli-
ance way. 

A second thing to look for is 
teachers’ use of pre-assessments, not 
just summative ones. Prior knowl-
edge is the most significant predictor 
of future learning. So the principal 
would look for and talk to teachers 
about how they know where students 

PL: How can principals focus on 
assessment without adding to the 
sense of testing pressure that many 
teachers and students feel?
McTighe: It’s important for principals 
to remind teachers of the big picture 
and not become seduced by test prep. 
Consider this analogy: fixating on the 
format of a state test and practicing for 
it is like practicing for your physical 
exam as a way of becoming health-
ier! We must be ever vigilant not to 
mistake the measures for the goals. 
Don’t practice for your physical—
live a healthy life. Don’t fixate on the 
test—focus on meaningful learning 
of the tested content. This is the best 
long-term strategy for raising student 
achievement.

Fixating on the format  

of a state test and 

practicing for it is like 

practicing for your 

physical exam as a way of 

becoming healthier!
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are with respect to the things they’re 
teaching and what pre-assessment 
evidence they are using and how that 
 is  helping. 

PL: What about ongoing assessments?
McTighe: The best teachers at all 
levels recognize the need to check to 
see how kids are learning along the 
way. They don’t wait until the final 
exam or the common assessment to 
see if students have gotten it. This is 
something administrators can look for 
when they visit classrooms and talk 
with teachers during the formal and 
informal observations: “How are you 
finding out what kids are learning as 
you teach?” “How do you adjust your 
instruction when you find they’re not 
getting it?”

Once again, people in athletics 
and extracurriculars are masters at on-

going assessment. Coaches run drills 
in practice and they run scrimmages. 
They stop and redo plays or instruct 
kids on areas that are problematic. 
They don’t wait until the game, the 
summative assessment, to see how 
kids are doing. Effective coaching 

involves ongoing assessment and 
needed instruction, and so does the 
most effective teaching.

PL: That’s an excellent analogy. What 
is your final advice for principals?
McTighe: An adage is suggestive: 
“How we use our time signals our 
priorities.” When principals take time 
in faculty meetings to have teachers 
share effective classroom assessment 
practices, they signal that attention to 
assessment is a critical component of 
effective teaching and learning. PL
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Five Steps to Supporting 
Appropriate Assessments

1. Unpack content standards and 
identify the most important and 
enduring ideas and essential 
skills in each course.

2. Decide what is acceptable 
evidence of achievement of 
learning goals.

3. Evaluate students’ performance 
on assessments.

4. Select samples of student work to 
illustrate performance standards.

5. Identify needed improvement 
actions.


