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ACTION TOOL A: 

Understanding Learning Targets

What Is a Learning Target?

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.

A learning target describes, in language that students understand, the lesson-sized 
chunk of information, skills, and reasoning processes that students will come to know 
deeply and thoroughly.

How Does a Learning Target Differ from an Instructional Objective?

An instructional objective describes an intended outcome and the nature of evidence 
that will determine mastery of that outcome from a teacher’s point of view. It contains 
content outcomes, conditions, and criteria.

A learning target describes the intended lesson-sized learning outcome and the nature 
of evidence that will determine mastery of that outcome from a student’s point of view. 
It contains the immediate learning aims for today’s lesson.
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ed
 d

es
ire

d
 le

ve
l o

f l
ea

rn
in

g

Th
e 

st
ud

en
t w

ill
 b

e 
ab

le
 to

 id
en

tif
y 

m
ai

n 
id

ea
.

In
 g

ra
de

-le
ve

l-a
pp

ro
pr

ia
te

 re
ad

in
g

 
pa

ss
ag

es
 o

ne
 p

ar
ag

ra
ph

 in
 le

ng
th

.
Th

e 
st

ud
en

t c
an

 s
ay

, s
el

ec
t, 

or
 w

rit
e 

th
e 

m
ai

n 
id

ea
 o

f a
 p

as
sa

ge
 w

ith
 8

0 
pe

rc
en

t a
cc

ur
ac

y.

St
ud

en
ts

’ l
ea

rn
in

g
 ta

rg
et

 
fo

r t
od

a
y’

s 
le

ss
on

 o
n:

Id
en

tif
yi

ng
 th

e 
m

ai
n 

id
ea

 o
f a

 p
ar

ag
ra

ph
.

W
ha

t a
m

 I 
g

oi
ng

 to
 le

a
rn

?
H

ow
 w

ill
 I 

sh
ow

 w
ha

t I
 k

no
w

?
H

ow
 w

ill
 I 

kn
ow

 h
ow

 w
el

l I
 a

m
 

d
oi

ng
—

w
ha

t a
re

 m
y 

lo
ok

-f
or

s?

I w
ill

 le
ar

n 
th

at
 a

 m
ai

n 
id

ea
 is

 th
e 

m
os

t i
m

po
rt

an
t t

hi
ng

 th
e 

w
rit

er
 o

f a
 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h 
is

 tr
yi

ng
 to

 te
ll 

m
e.

I w
ill

 re
ad

 p
ar

ag
ra

ph
s 

an
d 

ch
oo

se
 th

e 
m

ai
n 

id
ea

 fo
r e

ac
h 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h 
fr

om
 

a 
lis

t.

I c
an

 c
ho

os
e 

th
e 

rig
ht

 m
ai

n 
id

ea
 a

nd
 

ex
pl

ai
n 

w
hy

 it
 w

as
 m

or
e 

im
po

rt
an

t 
th

an
 th

e 
ot

he
r c

ho
ic

es
.

St
ud

en
ts

’ l
ea

rn
in

g
 ta

rg
et

 
fo

r a
no

th
er

 d
a

y’
s 

le
ss

on
 o

n:
 

Su
m

m
ar

iz
in

g 
m

ai
n 

id
ea

s 
th

at
 a

re
 s

ta
te

d 
lit

er
al

ly
.

I w
ill

 le
ar

n 
to

 a
ns

w
er

 th
e 

qu
es

tio
n 

“W
ha

t d
oe

s 
th

e 
w

rit
er

 s
ay

 is
 th

e 
m

ai
n 

id
ea

?”
 in

 o
ne

 s
en

te
nc

e.

I w
ill

 re
ad

 p
ar

ag
ra

ph
s 

an
d 

lo
ok

 
fo

r m
ai

n 
id

ea
s 

th
at

 th
e 

au
th

or
 h

as
 

st
at

ed
. I

 w
ill

 u
su

al
ly

 fi
nd

 th
es

e 
in

 th
e 

to
pi

c 
se

nt
en

ce
. 

I c
an

 re
st

at
e 

th
e 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h’
s 

m
ai

n 
id

ea
 in

 m
y 

ow
n 

w
or

ds
, i

n 
on

e 
se

nt
en

ce
.

St
ud

en
ts

’ l
ea

rn
in

g
 

ta
rg

et
 fo

r y
et

 a
no

th
er

 
d

a
y’

s 
le

ss
on

 o
n:

M
ak

in
g 

in
fe

re
nc

es
 to

 
id

en
tif

y 
th

e 
m

ai
n 

id
ea

.

I w
ill

 le
ar

n 
to

 a
ns

w
er

 th
e 

qu
es

tio
n 

“W
ha

t i
s 

th
e 

w
rit

er
 tr

yi
ng

 to
 te

ll 
m

e?
” 

in
 o

ne
 s

en
te

nc
e.

I w
ill

 re
ad

 a
 p

ar
ag

ra
ph

, t
hi

nk
 a

bo
ut

 
ho

w
 a

ll 
th

e 
de

ta
ils

 in
 th

e 
pa

ra
gr

ap
h 

ar
e 

re
la

te
d,

 a
nd

 d
es

cr
ib

e 
w

ha
t t

he
 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h 
as

 a
 w

ho
le

 is
 tr

yi
ng

 to
 s

ay
.

I c
an

 s
um

m
ar

iz
e 

th
e 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h’
s 

m
ai

n 
id

ea
 in

 m
y 

ow
n 

w
or

ds
, i

n 
on

e 
se

nt
en

ce
.

C
O

U
N

TE
R

EX
A

M
PL

E:
N

O
T 

a 
le

ar
ni

ng
 ta

rg
et

 
fo

r t
od

ay
’s 

le
ss

on

I c
an

 id
en

tif
y 

th
e 

m
ai

n 
id

ea
 in

 a
 

pa
ra

gr
ap

h.

[N
O

TE
: T

hi
s 

is
 n

ot
 o

ne
 le

ss
on

-s
iz

ed
 c

hu
nk

, a
nd

 it
 

is
 m

os
tl

y 
in

 te
a

ch
er

 la
ng

ua
g

e,
 ju

st
 w

it
h 

a
n 

“I
 c

a
n”

 
st

uc
k 

on
 a

t t
he

 b
eg

in
ni

ng
.]

I w
ill

 re
ad

 a
 p

ar
ag

ra
ph

.

[N
O

TE
: T

hi
s 

is
 to

o 
g

en
er

a
l. 

It
 is

 n
ot

 c
on

ne
ct

ed
 to

 a
 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

p
er

fo
rm

a
nc

e 
of

 u
nd

er
st

a
nd

in
g

.]

I w
ill

 g
et

 a
ll 

of
 th

e 
te

ac
he

r’s
 m

ai
n 

id
ea

 
qu

es
tio

ns
 ri

gh
t.

[N
O

TE
: T

hi
s 

cr
it

er
io

n 
is

 a
b

ou
t s

co
ri

ng
, n

ot
 s

ho
w

in
g

 
le

a
rn

in
g

. I
t i

s 
a

ls
o 

to
o 

g
en

er
a

l a
nd

 c
a

nn
ot

 s
er

ve
 

a
s 

a
 s

tu
d

en
t l

oo
k-

fo
r t

ha
t p

ro
m

ot
es

 m
ea

ni
ng

fu
l 

se
lf-

a
ss

es
sm

en
t.

]
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