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In 1999, the Ministry of Education published a new curriculum for Ontario secondary
school students in Grades 9 and 10. The new curriculum is more specific than previ-
ous curricula with respect to both the knowledge and the skills that students are
expected to develop and demonstrate in each grade. In the curriculum policy docu-
ment for each discipline, teachers are provided with the curriculum expectations for
each course within the discipline and an achievement chart that describes four levels
of student achievement to be used in assessing and evaluating student work.

The document entitled The Ontario Curriculum, Grades 9–12: Program Planning and
Assessment, 2000 states that “assessment and evaluation will be based on the provin-
cial curriculum expectations and the achievement levels outlined in this document
and in the curriculum policy document for each discipline” (p.13). The document
also states that the ministry is providing a variety of materials to assist teachers in
improving their assessment methods and strategies and, hence, their assessment of
student achievement. The present document is one of the resources intended to pro-
vide assistance to teachers in their assessment of student achievement. It contains
samples (“exemplars”) of student work at each level of achievement.

Ontario school boards were invited by the ministry to participate in the development
of exemplars. Forty-seven district school boards responded to this invitation. Teams of
subject specialists from across the province were involved in developing the assess-
ment materials. They designed the performance tasks and scoring scales (“rubrics”)
based on selected Ontario curriculum expectations, field-tested them in classrooms,
suggested changes, administered the final tasks, marked the student work, and
selected the exemplars used in this document. During each stage of the process, exter-
nal validation teams reviewed the subject material to ensure that it reflected the expec-
tations in the curriculum and that it was accessible to and appropriate for all students.
Ministry staff who had been involved in the development of the curriculum policy
documents also reviewed the tasks, rubrics, and exemplars.

The selection of student samples that appears in this document reflects the profes-
sional judgement of teachers who participated in the project. No students, teachers, or
schools have been identified.

The procedures followed during the development and implementation of this project
will serve as a model for boards, schools, and teachers in designing assessment tasks
within the context of regular classroom work, developing rubrics, assessing the
achievement of their own students, and planning for the improvement of students’
learning.

Introduction
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The samples in this document will provide parents1 with examples of student work to
help them monitor their children’s progress. They also provide a basis for communica-
tion with teachers.

Use of the exemplar materials will be supported initially through provincial in-service
training. A variety of additional opportunities (e.g., discipline- or subject-specific
workshops and summer institutes) will be available to secondary school teachers to
support the use of the exemplars.

Purpose of This Document

This document was developed to:

– show the characteristics of student work at each of the four levels of achievement
for Grade 9;

– promote greater consistency in the assessment of student work across the province;

– provide an approach to improving student learning by demonstrating the use of clear
criteria applied to student work in response to a clearly defined assessment task;

– show the connections between what students are expected to learn (the curriculum
expectations) and how their work can be assessed using the levels of achievement
described in the curriculum policy document for the subject.

Teachers, parents, and students should examine the student samples in this document
and consider them along with the information in the Teacher’s Notes and
Comments/Next Steps sections. They are encouraged to examine the samples in order
to develop an understanding of the characteristics of work at each level of achieve-
ment in Grade 9 and the ways in which the levels of achievement reflect a progression
in the quality of knowledge and skills demonstrated by the student.

The samples in this document represent examples of student achievement obtained
using only one method of assessment, called performance assessment. Teachers will
also make use of a variety of other assessment methods and strategies in evaluating
student achievement in a course over a term or school year.

Features of This Document

This document contains the following:

– a description of the performance task, as well as the curriculum expectations
related to the task

– the task-specific assessment chart, or rubric

– two samples of student work for each of the four levels of achievement

– Teacher’s Notes, which provide some details on the level of achievement for each
sample

– Comments/Next Steps, which offer suggestions for improving achievement

– the Teacher Package that was used by teachers in administering the task

It should be noted that each sample for a specific level of achievement represents the
characteristics of work at that level of achievement.

1. In this document, parent(s) refers to parent(s) and guardian(s).
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The Tasks

The performance tasks for the Grade 9 exemplar project were based directly on cur-
riculum expectations selected from the Grade 9 courses in each discipline. The tasks
encompassed the four categories of knowledge and skills (i.e., Knowledge/
Understanding, Thinking/Inquiry, Communication, and Application), requiring students
to integrate their knowledge and skills in meaningful learning experiences. The tasks
gave students an opportunity to demonstrate not only how well they had learned to use
the required knowledge and skills in one context, but how well they could use their
knowledge and skills in another context. In guidance and career education, there is one
course in Grade 9, entitled Learning Strategies 1: Skills for Success in Secondary School,
and the task administered for this course was “A Newsletter for Grade 8 Students”.

Teachers were required to explain the scoring criteria and descriptions of the levels of
achievement (i.e., the information in the task rubric) to the students before they
began the assignment (for the rubric, see page 13).

The Rubrics

In this document, the term rubric refers to a scoring scale that consists of a set of
achievement criteria and descriptions of the levels of achievement for a particular
task. The scale is used to assess students’ work; this assessment is intended to help
students improve their performance level. The rubric identifies key criteria by which
students’ work is to be assessed, and it provides descriptions that indicate the degree
to which the key criteria have been met. The teacher uses the descriptions of the dif-
ferent levels of achievement given in the rubric to assess student achievement on a
particular task.

The rubric for a specific performance task is intended to provide teachers and stu-
dents with an overview of the expected final product with regard to the knowledge
and skills being assessed as a whole.

The achievement chart in the curriculum policy document for guidance and career
education provides a standard province-wide tool for teachers to use in assessing and
evaluating their students’ achievement over a period of time. While the chart is broad
in scope and general in nature, it provides a reference point for all assessment practice
and a framework within which to assess and evaluate student achievement. The
descriptions associated with each level of achievement serve as a guide for gathering
and tracking assessment information, enabling teachers to make consistent judge-
ments about the quality of student work while providing clear and specific feedback
to students and parents.

For the purposes of the exemplar project, a single rubric was developed for a specific
performance task. This task-specific rubric was developed in relation to the achieve-
ment chart in the curriculum policy document.

The differences between the achievement chart and the task-specific rubric may be
summarized as follows:

– The achievement chart contains broad descriptions of achievement. Teachers use it
to assess student achievement over time, making a summative evaluation that is
based on the total body of evidence gathered through using a variety of assessment
methods and strategies.
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– The rubric contains criteria and descriptions of achievement that relate to a specific
task. The rubric uses some terms that are similar to those in the achievement chart
but focuses on aspects of the specific task. Teachers use the rubric to assess student
achievement on a single task.

The rubric contains the following components:

– an identification (by number) of the expectations on which student achievement in
the task was assessed

– the four categories of knowledge and skills

– the relevant criteria for evaluating performance of the task

– descriptions of student performance at the four levels of achievement (level 3 on
the achievement chart is considered to be the provincial standard)

As stated earlier, the focus of performance assessment using a rubric is to improve stu-
dents’ learning. In order to improve their work, students need to be provided with
useful feedback. Students find that feedback on the strengths of their achievement and
on areas in need of improvement is more helpful when the specific category of knowl-
edge or skills is identified and specific suggestions are provided than when they
receive only an overall mark or general comments. Student achievement should be
considered in relation to the criteria for assessment stated in the rubric for each cate-
gory, and feedback should be provided for each category. Through the use of a rubric,
students’ strengths and weaknesses are identified and this information can then be
used as a basis for planning the next steps for learning. In this document, the Teacher’s
Notes section indicates the reasons for assessing a student’s performance at a specific
level of achievement, and the Comments/Next Steps section indicates suggestions for
improvement.

In the exemplar project, a single rubric encompassing the four categories of knowl-
edge and skills was used to provide an effective means of assessing the particular level
of student performance in the performance task, to allow for consistent scoring of stu-
dent performance, and to provide information to students on how to improve their
work. However, in the classroom, teachers may find it helpful to make use of addi-
tional rubrics if they need to assess student achievement on a specific task in greater
detail for one or more of the four categories. For example, it may be desirable in eval-
uating an oral language report to use one rubric for assessing the content
(Knowledge/Understanding), one for the research (Thinking/Inquiry), one for the
writing (Communication), and one for the delivery of the oral presentation itself
(Application).

The rubrics for the tasks in the exemplar project are similar to the scales used by the
Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) for the Grade 3, Grade 6, and
Grade 9 provincial assessments in that both the rubrics and the EQAO scales are based
on the Ontario curriculum expectations and the achievement charts. The rubrics differ
from the EQAO scales in that they were developed to be used only in the context of
classroom instruction to assess achievement in a particular assignment in a course.

Although rubrics were used effectively in this exemplar project to assess responses
related to the performance tasks, they are only one way of assessing student achieve-
ment. Other means of assessing achievement include observational checklists, tests,
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marking schemes, or portfolios. Teachers may make use of rubrics to assess students’
achievement on, for example, essays, reports, exhibitions, debates, conferences, inter-
views, oral presentations, recitals, two- and three-dimensional representations, jour-
nals or logs, and research projects.

Development of the Tasks

The performance tasks for the exemplar project were developed by teams of subject
specialists in the following way:

– The teams selected a cluster of curriculum expectations that focused on the knowl-
edge and skills in the course that are considered to be of central importance in the
subject. Teams were encouraged to select a manageable number of expectations to
enable teachers to focus their feedback to students. The particular selection of
expectations ensured that all students in the course would have the opportunity to
demonstrate their knowledge and skills in each category of the achievement chart
in the curriculum policy document for the subject.

– The teams drafted two tasks for a course that would encompass all of the selected
expectations and that could be used to assess the work of all students in the course.
(Only one of these tasks would eventually be used for the final administration of
the task.)

– The teams established clear, appropriate, and concrete criteria for assessment, and
wrote the descriptions for each level of achievement in the task-specific rubric,
using the achievement chart for the subject as a guide.

– The teams prepared detailed instructions for both teachers and students participat-
ing in the assessment project.

– The two tasks were field-tested in classrooms across the province – one in the fall of
1999, the other in the winter of 2000 – by teachers who had volunteered to partici-
pate in the field test. Student work was scored by teams of teachers of the subject.
In addition, classroom teachers, students, and board contacts provided feedback on
the task itself and on the instructions that accompanied the task. Suggestions for
improvement were taken into consideration in the revision of the tasks, and the
feedback helped to determine which of the two tasks would actually be used for the
final administration of tasks in May 2000.

In developing the tasks, the teams ensured that the resources needed for completing
the task – that is, all worksheets and support materials – were provided. It was also
suggested that students could consult the teacher-librarian at the school about addi-
tional print and electronic materials.

Prior to both the field tests and the final administration of the tasks, a team of valida-
tors – including research specialists, gender and equity specialists, and subject experts
– reviewed the instructions in the teacher and student packages, making further sug-
gestions for improvement.
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Assessment and Selection of the Samples 

After the final administration of the tasks, student work was scored by trained board
personnel. The student samples were then forwarded to the ministry, where a team of
teachers from across the province, who had been trained by the ministry to assess
achievement on the tasks, scored and selected the student samples that would serve as
the exemplars for each level of achievement.

The rubrics were the primary tool used to evaluate student work at both the district
school board level and the provincial level. The samples that appear in this document
were selected in the following way:

– At the district school board level, after some training was provided, teachers of the
subject evaluated and discussed the student work until they were able to reach a
consensus regarding the level to be assigned for achievement in each category. This
evaluation was done to ensure that the student work being selected clearly illus-
trated that level of performance.

– Student work was then sorted into two groups: (1) work that demonstrated the
same level of achievement in all four categories; and (2) work that demonstrated
achievement at more than one level over the four categories.

– All the samples were submitted to a provincial selection team of teachers, who re-
scored and validated the samples of work that demonstrated the same level of
achievement in all four categories, and chose, through consensus, two samples that
best represented the characteristics of work at that level.

The following points should be noted:

– Two samples of student work are included for each of the four achievement levels
in each subject for which there is written work. The use of two samples is intended
to show that the characteristics of an achievement level can be exemplified in dif-
ferent ways.

– Although the samples of student work in this booklet were selected to show a level
of achievement that was largely consistent in the four categories of Knowledge/
Understanding, Thinking/Inquiry, Communication, and Application, teachers using
rubrics to assess student work will notice that students’ achievement frequently
varies across the categories (e.g., a student may be achieving at level 3 in
Knowledge/Understanding but at level 4 in Communication).

– Although the student samples show responses to most questions, students achiev-
ing at level 1 and level 2 will often omit answers or will provide incomplete
responses or incomplete demonstrations.

– Students’ effort was not evaluated. Effort is evaluated separately by teachers as part
of the “learning skills” component of the Provincial Report Card.

– This document does not include any student samples that were assessed using the
rubrics and judged to be below level 1. (Work judged to be below level 1 is work
on which a student achieves a mark of less than 50 per cent. A student whose over-
all achievement at the end of a course is below 50 per cent will not obtain a credit
for the course.) Teachers are expected to work with students whose achievement is
below level 1, as well as with their parents, to help the students improve their 
performance.
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Use of the Student Samples

Teachers and Administrators

The samples of student work included in this document will help teachers and admin-
istrators by:

– providing student samples and criteria for assessment that will enable them to help
students improve their achievement;

– providing a basis for conversations among teachers, parents, and students about the
criteria used for assessment and evaluation of student achievement;

– facilitating communication with parents regarding the curriculum expectations and
levels of achievement for the course;

– promoting fair and consistent assessment within subjects and courses.

Teachers may choose to:

– use the teaching/learning activities outlined in the performance tasks;

– use the performance task and rubric in this document in designing comparable per-
formance tasks;

– use the samples of student work at each level as reference points when assessing
student work;

– use the rubric to clarify what is expected of the students and to discuss the criteria
and standards for high-quality performance;

– review the samples of work with students and discuss how the performances reflect
the levels of achievement;

– adapt the language of the rubric to make it more “student friendly”;

– develop other assessment rubrics with colleagues and students;

– help students describe their own strengths and weaknesses and plan their next
steps for learning;

– share student work with colleagues for consensus marking;

– partner with other schools to design tasks and rubrics, and to select samples for
other performance tasks and other subject areas.

Administrators may choose to:

– encourage and facilitate teacher collaboration regarding standards and assessment;

– provide training to ensure that teachers understand the role of the exemplars in
assessment, evaluation, and reporting;

– establish an external reference point for schools in planning student programs and
for school improvement;

– facilitate sessions for parents and school councils using this document as a basis for
discussion of curriculum expectations, levels of achievement, and standards;

– participate in future exemplar projects within their district school boards or with
the Ministry of Education.
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Parents

The performance task in this document exemplifies a range of meaningful and relevant
learning activities related to the curriculum expectations for the Grade 9 learning
strategies course. In addition, this document invites the involvement and support of
parents as they work with their children to improve their achievement. Parents may
use the samples of student work and the rubric as:

– resources to help them understand the levels of achievement;

– models to help monitor their children’s progress from level to level;

– a basis for communication with teachers about their children’s achievement;

– a source of information to help their children monitor achievement and improve
their performance;

– models to illustrate the application of the levels of achievement.

Students

Students are asked to participate in performance assessments in all curriculum areas.
When students are given clear expectations for learning, clear criteria for assessment,
and immediate and helpful feedback, their performance improves. Students’ perfor-
mance improves as they are encouraged to take responsibility for their own achieve-
ment and to reflect on their own progress and “next steps”.

It is anticipated that the contents of this document will help students in the following
ways:

– Students will be introduced to a model of one type of task that will be used to
assess their learning, and will discover how a rubric can be used to improve their
product or performance on an assessment task.

– The performance task and the exemplars will help clarify the curriculum expecta-
tions for learning.

– The rubric and the information given in the Teacher’s Notes section will help clarify
the assessment criteria.

– The information given under Comments/Next Steps will support the improvement
of achievement by focusing attention on two or three suggestions for improvement.

– With an increased awareness of the performance tasks and rubrics, students will be
more likely to communicate effectively about their achievement with their teachers
and parents, and to ask relevant questions about their own progress.

– Students can use the criteria and the range of student samples to help them see the
differences in the levels of achievement. By analysing and discussing these differ-
ences, students will gain an understanding of ways in which they can assess their
own responses and performances in related assignments and identify the qualities
needed to improve their achievement.


