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Learning Goals with Scales:  What are you looking for? 
 

Walk into any class and ask a student “What are you learning?”  He or she should be able to state 
one or more learning goals. Ask, “Are you there yet?” and the student should be able to explain what 
has been accomplished to date and what is still to be learned. In many of America’s most effective 
classrooms this is a typical situation. 

 
Research reveals a core of effective practices that, when done correctly and in appropriate 
circumstances, have a high probability of a very positive impact on student learning.  The 
effective use of Learning Goals is one of the most important.  
 
Throughout Florida, new teacher evaluation systems include indicators focused on effective use 
of learning goals.  School leaders will have recurring opportunities to help teachers use learning 
goals in a manner revealed by contemporary research to have a high probability of impacting 
student learning. 
 

A learning goal has these essential elements: 
1. It describes what a student should know (understand) and/or be able to do. Each 

learning goal is written in developmentally appropriate “student accessible language” 
(i.e., worded so the students   can comprehend what is expected).  A learning goal may 
be based on a specific state standard, a segment of a standard, or deal with a cluster of 
standards. 

2. It is shared with students.  Beyond putting learning goals in “student accessible 
language,” it means ensuring that students comprehend the learning goals and can 
identify what good work looks like and sounds like so they have a clear target to reach 
for. Students can understand what a goal really means when they can see an example.  

3. Based on state standards. Learning goals should be based on state standards for the 
course. Teachers should review the official course description for each course he or she 
teaches. The “course description” is the list of state standards that students are 
expected to know or be able to do upon completion of the course. Course descriptions 
are found at www.floridastandards.org.  

4. Learning time is weeks. A learning goal is NOT the same thing as a daily objective. Like 
the standards on which they are based, learning goals require a level of understanding 
and/or skills that takes some time to master. A small number of learning goals will be 
pursued over a period of weeks.  Numerous daily objectives and many activities or 
assignments may be planned to close the gap between where the student is and where 
they need to go.   

 
 
Note:  It is essential that students be familiar with the terminology used in the standard, so that 
students will be familiar with the taxonomy used on assessments. 

http://www.floridastandards.org/
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5. It has scales!!! This is the critical element that distinguishes a learning goal from 
standards.  A scale is a list of progressive steps or scales (typically 3-4) that students 
move through in mastering the learning goal. Typically they start with simpler 
expectations that build capacity for meeting the goal, and move to more complex levels.  
Many times, the scales may be designed to reflect the progression to various levels of 
cognitive complexity. Sharing the scale with students is a great starting point. Teachers 
can find out if students understand the scales by asking them to put them in their own 
words or identifying work that meets the criteria on the scales.  

6. Linkage: Lesson planning should link activities and assignments to the learning goals. 
7. It acknowledges the standard’s implementation level. All of Florida’s standards are 

written at a specific implementation level that reflects the depth of understanding or 
skill level expected.  The scales leading up to the learning goal are intended to guide 
students to reach the implementation level of the standard on which the learning goal is 
based. (Quality learning goals will include a scale beyond the implementation level of 
the learning goal to acknowledge student learning possibilities that exceed the goal.)   

8. Tracking Student Progress:  The scales of the learning goal are posted and are the basis 
for student and teacher tracking each student’s progress toward mastery of the goal. 
Look for evidence that the teacher has enabled students to track their own progress. 

9. Assessment: The learning goal provides the vehicle for effective feedback using a 
formative assessment process. Teachers can provide feedback that is clear and specific 
in relation to the goal, can gather evidence of learning on the scales, and adjust their 
instruction based on that feedback. 

10. A learning goal motivates students. Students who have a clear picture of where they 
are headed and understand what is required to get there are likely to be motivated to 
meet the learning goals.  Students can’t work toward goals that they don’t understand.  
Understanding of the learning goals gives a student a sense of control about their own 
learning.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


