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Mission Time

WHERE DO WE BEGIN WITH FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: [ used to think
the proper starting point was developing clarity about mission,
goals, and criteria for success. But experience working closely with
scores of organizations has convinced me otherwise. Now I think
we need to begin with time. Just as we stepped back and consid-
ered the word assessment, we need to ask how we consciously and
unconsciously think about time.

There’s aline in Aldous Huxley’s novel Brave New World that
Ilove. It occurs at the end of a chapter, when the character known
as the Savage has undergone a ritual manhood initiation, a kind of
mock crucifixion, and he collapses to the ground. Huxley writes,
“He had discovered Time and Death and God.” Yes! That is exactly
where time belongs, on a list with death and God—things that are
beyond human control, and perhaps human comprehension. Yet
time is the most important resource we have in our work; it is the
essential currency of our lives.

A generation ago, in his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective
People, Stephen Covey presented a helpful way of thinking about
time—the Urgent/Important matrix. He created four quadrants, as
shown in table 4.1, and asked readers where they generally spend
their time.
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time: designing your own assessment rubrics. Rubrics, as you
will see, define levels of performance along a spectrum, in rela-
tion to the most important criteria for success, as determined by
those who know the work most intimately. Rubrics can certainly
contain metrics where numbers are helpful, but they also contain
words—as many of them as you need to clarify what you are trying
to do and help you achieve the results you are after. They become
the physical representation of a long-term commitment to forma-
tive assessment, and they provide a context for ongoing individual
and organizational self-evaluation.

Organizations that embrace formative assessment also
embrace the idea of local assessment design. They recognize that
while some performances are defined and enhanced by standard-
ized measures, such as number of meals served or acres preserved,
there are other performances thatare specific to their own mission
and geography and clientele. They see the potential power and
impact of customizing Instruments that describe and measure the
levels of performances and accomplishments to which they aspire,
based on their own mission, values, and goals.

Here’s a quick recap: Chapter 2 asks you to consider whether
something that cannot be precisely quantified could nevertheless
be measured. Chapter 3 asks you to consider whether assessment
efforts could be focused on future performances instead of past
ones. Chapter 4 asks you to consider whether naming, claiming,
and protecting time for collaborative reflection on non-pressing
matters could make your organization more effective. Together,
those chapters set the stage for chapter 5, which asks you to
consider the potential of making time for rubrics.



