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MMaakkiinngg  CCoonnnneeccttiioonnss  wwiitthh  IInn--CCllaassss  AAsssseessssmmeennttss::    
WWiilllliiaamm  MMaacckkeennzziiee  

 
 
Overview  
 

William Mackenzie currently teaches Liberal Arts courses such as: 20th Century 
Canadian History, 20th Century World History, Contemporary Canada, and Same 
Sex Issues. After more than 20 years of reflection on teaching practice, William 
believes that the most important value in post-secondary learning relates to 
helping students develop essential skills such as: 

 thinking to make connections,  
 exploring alternative points of view,  
 expressing ideas in writing, and  
 supporting points of view. 

This, says William, does not negate the value of the subject content but focuses 
on having students actively process, think about, talk about, and work with it. 

 
The challenge in developing these skills, as we all know, is getting students to read the information 
so that they can work with it and think about it. Over the years William has worked at this challenge 
and currently he is having success with a variety of in-class assessment tools. Now, even if students 
haven’t read the material before class, they read it to complete the in-class task. Those who read 
the textbook beforehand generally produce better work in the class time, which rewards their effort. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
 
Upon successful completion of in-class assessments, students demonstrate the ability to: 
• organize and process information 
• consider a variety to perspectives on a topic 
• fit new knowledge into a context / framework and create meaningful connections  
 
Description of the Practice 
 
(A) Preparation  
Prior to starting any course, William considers the course content’s broader purpose(s) for 
students – as learners, as employees, as employers, as citizens, as family and community members 
(So what?). Generally, this reflection leads to using essential skills in a way that aligns with the 
discipline. The in-class assessments facilitate learning related to these larger purposes, as 
opposed to just memorizing information. 
 
Because students have a variety of abilities and preferences related to processing information 
and because most students need to be held accountable for the learning process, William uses 
different in-class assessment tasks throughout the term to help students organize information, make 
connections, and apply essential skills. He provides them with “scaffolding” or organizing tools, 
which structure the learning process. These tools help students get started because often they don’t 
have any idea how to approach the material. 
 
Over the years, William has refined the tasks he now uses. Design principles for these tasks include: 
 
Principle #1: The textbook acts a primary resource for completing the tasks, however it is only 

one resource. Because the students have purchased the textbook and it is already packed full of 
information, William tries to use it extensively for all tasks. 
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Principle #2: The tasks help students uncover what they already know about the various topics 
in the course, relate that to the textbook information, connect information from a variety of 
topics, and apply the information to new situations. 

Principle #3: The tasks help students find ways of explaining things using language and examples 
that are meaningful to them. William believes that most students have something to 
contribute to the collective understanding of a topic. He tries to draw that information from 
students. 

Principle #4: The tasks engage students as active learners. Although all students make individual 
submissions, they can work together. They enjoy the collaboration because it enables them to 
look at topics from different perspectives and encourages them to help each other in processing, 
understanding, and applying information.  

Principle #5: The tasks have to be linked to marks. This is the motivator they understand and will 
work for. William has found that when the activities are linked to marks, students engage in the 
task. As a result, many students put in very focused efforts, often till the very last minute of 
class. 

 
(B) Logistics 
William is very conscious of creating an environment in his class that is conducive for learning and 
for completing the assessment tasks  
I. Start at the beginning of the course. 
Beginning in the first week, William gets students thinking and talking about things connections 

between: (a) their experience and the material; (b) each other; (c) different topics in the course; 
(d) learning in this course and other courses; (e) different sources of information on the same 
topic. Although it begins at a very simple level, there is considerable improvement as students 
practice over and over again. 

II. Make resources available 
William tries to have resources available in the classroom that students can use to find additional 

information for defining concepts (wikipedia, dictionary.com). Instead of telling them the answer, 
he tries to facilitate their development and skills in finding the answer. 

III. Encourage collaboration and exchange of ideas 
Although all students submit an individual assessment, William encourages collaboration. When they 

see what others have done, they see different kinds of connections and different details to add. 
In this way, everyone contributes to building knowledge and understanding (constructivism). 

IV. Engage in learning with the students 
While students are working on the tasks, William circulates and facilitates learning by: 

 pointing out omissions  
 probing for more detail (i.e. Have you thought of…? How does that relate to…?) 
 asking questions and allowing students to ask questions, 
 encouraging students to think about something from a different perspective,  
 redirecting their efforts ask additional questions 
 discussing various aspects of the topic with difference groups 

V. Link efforts to summative assessments 
What students do in these tasks is revisited in the tests. Test questions often synthesize work from a 

number of the assessment activities. 
 
(C) Structuring for Success 
Below are several examples of Assessment Tasks that William uses throughout the semester.  
 
Assessment Task #1: Annotating Text 
Give students an article to read that is related to the topic. Students have to go through it and 
identify main ideas, write notes in the margins (definitions, connections to experience or other 
materials, questions, responses). A Tip Sheet on Annotating Text can be found at the following link: 
http://staff.georgianc.on.ca/ctl/docs/Critical_Scaffold6_Annotating_Text.doc  
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Assessment Task #2: Comparison Charts  
In this activity students compare one event to another, given a variety of criteria or parameters. 
They use prior knowledge to enhance their understanding of the new topic. Students receive a chart 
such as the one below that sets up the thinking framework. 

(i) Prior knowledge: First, students use the identified parameters to fill in what they know 
about the prior event /topic. This knowledge comes from previous classes, videos, the textbook, 
etc.  
(ii) Similarities and Differences: Then, students consider topic two and identify similarities 
and differences. Suddenly students are examining the two wars based on important parameters 
that you (as the “expert”) have outlined for them. 
(iii) Extending Knowledge: Finally, students attempt (with guidance) to apply the parameters 
(a framework (scaffold) for thinking), to other wars - the War in Iraq, the War on Terrorism, 
etc. 

 
Example related to Canada’s involvement in War 
 Topic 1  - World War 1 Topic 2  - World War 2 
Parameter 1 - When Canada got involved    
Parameter 2 - Recruitment policies   
Parameter 3 - Total causalities    
 
Assessment Task #3: Timelines 
Through the task of sequencing events students begin to think about things such as: 

 how things connect in time.  
 what had to happen before something else could happen (correlation) 
 how one thing leads to another (cause and effect) 

William gives students significant bits of information and then has them fill in the details. 
In this example, students were given significant dates related to the Great Depression and then had 
to use various resources to determine additional details (i.e. who, what, and where) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Assessment Task #4: Decision-Making Matrix 
To form intelligent opinions, learners need to consider the interests of a variety of stakeholders.  

(i) William begins this process by setting up a decision-making matrix to guide students in 
thinking broadly about the various factors and implications of a decision. 

 Who are the various stakeholders? 
 What would each group gain? What would they lose? OR What are the pros/cons, 

advantages/disadvantages for each of the stakeholders? 
(ii) Once students have gathered the information for their matrix, they make recommendations 
based on that information.  
 

Example related to the controversial political decision regarding conscription.  
 Benefits Losses 
Interest Group 1 - Men of military age   
Interest Group 2 - Mothers and wives   
Interest Group 3 -  Armed forces personnel   
 

1929 1933 1935
 Stock market crash 

in New York 
 Unemployment rate reaches 

over 20%, the highest in the 
decade 

 Rate is high across Canada 

 Men in work camps in BC 
decided they had enough and 
began the “on-to-Ottawa 
trek” to demand action  

Companies lose value and 
lay off employees. Many 
companies go bankrupt. Many people are on relief 

Those suspected of ”radicalism” are 
deported or sent to work camps 
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Assessment Task #5: Mindmaps 
Mindmaps help students pull together vast amounts of information in way that 
gets them to see connections. William begins by giving them an example with 
the theme in the centre and a list of the major concepts they must include. 
For each concept, students need to add a certain number of subtopics. Finally, 
they insert arrows to make connections between various related concepts. 
 
Often, the information is visually confusing in the first attempt. However, with 
some guidance and practice students see the value of this tool for processing large amounts of 
information. Many will start to use it in other subjects.  
 
Assessment Task #6: Graphs, Tables, Charts 
Interpreting graphs, tables, and charts is something students need to practice. After discussing 
graphs and tables at several points in the course, one of the assessment tasks involves answering 
questions related to such visual information. Questions might include: 

a) What observations? What’s happening in the table or graph? 
What’s interesting? 

b) What are some explanations for what you see? How might (x) be 
explained? Why is (z) different than (l)? 

c) What are connections between the information on graph and 
other information you know? (political, technological, 
environmental, social, economical, etc.) 

d) What suppositions can you make? (i.e. Given this information 
and what you know, what can you suppose - tentatively conclude?) 

 
(D) Evaluation 
Each week William marks their work holistically out of 5 marks (2% each). In a term you might have 
8-10. Students can miss one assessment task with no penalty. He uses the following grading 
framework to keep the marking and expectations straight forward.  

5 4 3 2 1 
Fabulous work – 

beyond the 
expectation 

Very good work Reasonable attempt Begun but not 
finished 

Something was 
submitted, but there 

isn’t much there 

 
*************************************************************************** 

Learning Impact 
 

 Students can apply the skills developed using many of these techniques (i.e. mindmapping, 
reading graphs, etc.) can be applied in other courses 

 Students learn to sift, sort, and synthesize information to develop a coherent picture of the 
topic, event, concept (and eventually aspects of the discipline) 

 On tests and other summative assessments, more students show a deeper understanding of 
the discipline and its fundamental concepts 

 
*************************************************************************** 

Tips for Practitioners 
 
Tip #1: Assessment tasks take time to develop and refine. Begin with something relatively 
straightforward and then as you see students using it, improve it for the next time. 
Tip #2: Be patient with yourself and your students. It has taken several years to accumulate 
effective tools that lead students in achieving the outcomes I’m aiming for in the course. 
Tip #3: Increase expectations as you go through the course (i.e. more detail, more complex 
thinking). 
 
For more Information on this practice, contact William Mackenzie.  References related to 

teaching essential skills can also be found on the CTL website. 


