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Cognitive Labs

What are they? 
When are they used?



The Process

• Draft assessment 
questions 

• Have gone through initial 
design process

• Part of pilot testing 
• Collecting evidence to see 

if questions elicit intended 
type of thinking



Why Group Cognitive 
Labs?
IRB requirements
Time and logistics considerations (educator 
must be present)
Cost considerations 

Research on peer mentoring and focus groups 
in high school students
- Foster conversation and encourage 

discussion
- Student metacognitive skills and 

expression



How data informs 
assessment improvement
- Mismatch between expected and observed 

cognitive processes 
- Areas of confusion

- Vocabulary
- Concepts



The approach
• Scripted 

• Introduction
• Modeling by interviewer and practice
• Read questions

• Open-ended probing questions 
• Focused on understanding approaches to 

thinking
• Emphasis on thought process, not correct answers 
• Record transcripts 
• Track data



Tools 
of the 
Trade



Group Cognitive Labs in Action



Best Practices

• A priori  
• study the material ahead of time
• practice the script (with another person or out loud)

• Tone during the conversation
• keep it friendly (they are helping us, not the reverse)
• keep it light (remind them this is not for a grade so 

they are not stressed)



Best Practices

• Strategies for eliciting meaningful conversation
• use known principles of eliciting student conversation (e.g., provide 

time to think; “say more;” “so are you saying that;” “explain why”)* 
• employ strategies specific to groups (e.g., if a student is stuck remind 

them they can pass to another student; allow time for student-
student discussion; “do you agree with student 1 and why”; “who 
wants to add to what student 1 said”)

• employ different strategies for “talkers” and “non-talkers” (e.g., “boy, I 
really love the way you’re thinking, let’s see what student 2 says and 
then I’ll circle back to you for the next item” and “you had a great 
answer to item 11 so I’m curious what you in particular think of this 
item”) 

* From Goals for Productive Discussion and Nine Talk Moves
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Questions?

Thank you for your time and attention


