
assessments are used in the context of instruction to assess prior knowledge and are also
embedded into instruction to guide teaching and learning.Summative assessments occur
at the end of a unit of instruction or time period (such as upon completing a grade level)
to determine achievement, issue grades,promote students,or demonstrate accountability
(NRC,2001). As discussed earlier, summative assessments are often external tests used to
determine placement,promotion,achievement,or program success (accountability of the
schools). Summative assessments can also inform instruction and learning if used as il-
lustrated in the second scenario.When used in this fashion, the distinction between for-
mative and summative can become somewhat blurred—the assessment can help
students revise and redo their work or help teachers revise their subsequent teaching.

The National Science Education Standards assert that effective formative assessment
has a framework of three guiding questions:

1. Where are you trying to go? (identify and communicate the learning and
performance goals).

2. Where are you now? (assess or help the student self-assess current levels of
understanding).

3. How can you get there? (help the student with strategies and skills to reach
the goals) (NRC, 2001, p. 14).

Using this framework, a teacher clearly communicates expected learning or perfor-
mance goals to students.For example, the teacher might explain to the students that they
will understand the concept of friction after they finish investigating their subquestion
“How can we make rollerblades go faster?” The teacher uses a variety of techniques to
help students assess their current level of understanding.For example, the teacher might
have students keep a science journal where they record their investigations involving
rollerblades rolling across different surfaces (rough, smooth, wet, dry, etc.).The teacher
would provide students with timely feedback. For example, a teacher might sit down
with a student to discuss his or her journal and provide suggestions for testing additional
ideas related to friction against the rollerblades. If the students in the class are having a
difficult time understanding the concept of friction, the teacher might modify his or her
teaching to introduce a new benchmark lesson to teach about friction.

Portfolio Activity 8.7 ASSESSING LEARNING PERFORMANCES

Materials Needed:
• Something to write with
• Table 8.1

A. Select a driving question for a project such as “What
plants grow in my environment?”

B. Develop a list of learning performances that might be
associated with learning about your topic. Try to fill in

as many of the knowledge domains as you can in
Table 8.1.

C. Think about ways you might assess each learning per-
formance and share your ideas with others in your
class. How do your ideas compare to those of others
in your class?

D. Record your ideas in your portfolio.
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