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Performance Assessment

Performance assessment: Why are so many of us doing this or
talking about it? Performance assessment is a cutting-edge topic
in education and educational assessment. It has caught the
attention and imagination of teachers, administrators, college
faculty, state officials involved in education and licensure, and
even the general public and politicians.

This paper will attempt to shed some light on why this is so—
why a form of assessment that has actually been around for
quite a long time seems now to be so interesting, refreshing,
and promising. This paper will focus on one particular area—
assessment that supports state licensure of teachers and other
educators. This paper will also discuss why performance
assessment is useful in this area and will provide examples of
certification testing programs in various states that currently use
performance assessment productively.

The main point of the treatment of this subject will be that
performance assessment can add substantial value to the
assessment of what teachers must know and be able to do and
at the entry level, which is the concern of teacher licensing
programs in every state.

What is Performance Assessment?

The term performance assessment is used to describe a wide
range of assessment methods, from essay tests administered in
a schoolroom and graded by a teacher to flight tests conducted
several thousand feet up and graded by a licensed pilot in the
next seat. I would like to offer a definition of performance
assessment that fits specifically into the context of state-based
educator licensing programs: Performance assessment is the
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measurement of integrated knowledge and skills through
defined tasks contextualized in authentic settings, which
elicit from examinees open-ended responses that are scored
judgmentally.

The Teacher Licensing Context

High stakes. The characteristics of teacher certification
assessment further clarify this definition. Teacher certification
assessment is, above all, high-stakes assessment. The
implications of this fact dictate the necessity of:

• referencing to job-related teacher competencies the
sample of tasks and settings that are used for
assessment;

• ensuring that the competencies upon which per-
formance assessments are based are state approved
and reflect state-based definitions of teaching;

• standardizing tasks and examinee responses to levels
of uniformity that can support consistency and equity;
and

• ensuring that scorers' judgments are consistent and
reliable across scorers and over time.

Practical issues. Practical issues also influence the application
of performance assessment in the educator licensure setting. For
example, certification is typically offered in a large number of
subject fields, ranging from agriculture to zoology. In some
fields, performance assessments will be administered to
comparatively small numbers of examinees. This fact presents
challenges for assessment development and administration.
Helpful pilot testing, bias reviews, and standard setting must be
accomplished even in fields that have few candidates to produce
abundant statistical information. In such cases, qualitative
considerations become as important as quantitative data.

Challenges accepted. These issues have been accepted as
challenges, not barriers, to including performance assessment in
many state licensing programs. These states have worked hard
to create state-appropriate certification examinations that
include performance components.
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The Why

To understand why performance assessment is widely used in
teacher licensing, it is important to focus on the value that it
adds to certification testing. Individual states answer the central
licensing question—What must teachers know and be able to
do?—somewhat differently, depending on their own definitions
of teaching, certification structures, legislative mandates, and
regulatory and policy environments. If a state's policy and
regulatory environment explicitly or implicitly points toward the
assessment of certain kinds of knowledge and skills in certain
ways, performance assessment can add value to that state's
assessment strategy.

Authentic settings and responses. One important element of
added value to be derived from performance assessment is
authenticity of item contexts. Performance items can present
stimulus materials in highly realistic settings that provide
authentic contexts for candidate responses. For instance, an
interaction with a parent or a teaching colleague can be
presented in the context of an audiotaped, videotaped, or richly
described setting. Likewise, a case study in business, historical
documents in social studies, experimental results in the
sciences, visual materials in the arts, and similar stimuli can set
the item—and the candidate—within a highly textured context.

In addition to authentic item stimulus materials, which can also
be features of multiple-choice items and other formats, open-
ended candidate responses require candidates to demonstrate
their understanding and interpretation of the setting and the
actions presented. Candidates must interact realistically with the
materials or stimuli presented, analyze and synthesize them,
ponder them, rework and manipulate them, and shape them into
an authentic response. Responses may entail the creation of
work products, the preparation of extensive written analyses or
critiques, the production of oral language or rejoinders on
audiotape, or the documentation of actions and behaviors on
videotape.

Richness of information collected. Another element of added
value is the richness of the information that can be collected by
performance assessment items. Beyond the outcomes of thought
or behavior, performance items can open the assessment to the
thinking and behavioral processes that candidates perform.



Nassif

84

Further, performance assessments can focus on candidates'
integrated use of knowledge and skills—their ability to combine
and apply discrete pieces of knowledge or to use groups of skills
as integrated procedures or processes.

In California, for example, candidates for teaching certificates in
business must demonstrate their ability to interpret and evaluate
a business-related case study, to design or select appropriate
methods and materials to meet specified business objectives,
and to explain and justify what they have decided. These are
highly integrated cognitive processes.

The New York State Assessment of Teaching Skills illustrates
evaluation of integrated skills. In a portion of this assessment,
candidates submit videotapes of their actual teaching
performance, following specific directions regarding the types of
instruction to be shown and the kinds of skills to be
demonstrated.

The Texas Oral Proficiency Test™ is another example of inte-
grated skills assessment. Language certification candidates
listen to audiotaped excerpts of authentic speech and respond
on audiotape. The richness of information that these per-
formance assessments can provide is considerable.

Depth assessment. Another significant aspect of added value
relates to the dimension of depth. While other aspects of the
assessment process address breadth of content coverage
effectively—ensuring that the essential domains of knowledge
and skills are measured efficiently with adequate numbers of
items—performance assessment can tap the depth of candidate
knowledge in selected areas that are of special concern to the
state.

Credibility. A final element of the added value of performance
assessment is enhanced credibility of assessment among
educators, legislators, and the general public. Because
performance items often focus on actions and processes that
teachers are seen to perform as part of their jobs, these items
have the "look and feel" of the teaching act. The manifest
relationship between what is assessed and what teachers
actually do bolsters the rationale for, and the credibility of, the
assessments. Not only can performance assessment enhance



A Look at Performance Assessment

85

"face validity," it can also help ensure that what is tested is a
sound representation of—and even a useful preparation for—
what educators must do on the job.

The How

In teacher licensing, individual state policies create the
framework for teacher testing and help determine the ways in
which performance assessment will be used. State policies drive
decision making on the number and types of items to employ,
the fields in which performance items will be needed, and the
procedures for test administration and scoring. Within their own
specific policy contexts, then, and aware of the high-stakes
nature of the licensing environment and of the realities of
teaching as a career and a profession, these states have devised
many interesting and realistic approaches to performance
assessment. Typically, they have relied on performance
assessment formats with proven track records in which they
have confidence. They have acted with a sense of responsibility
to make performance assessment an integral, technically sound,
and professionally acceptable component of the licensing
function. They have also recognized the wisdom of balancing
the benefits of performance assessment with the strengths of
other assessment types, such as multiple-choice items, which
permit

• broad coverage of content,

• high reliability, and

• economical administration and score reporting.

For examples of types of performance assessment, I will draw
from the many certification programs of individual states to
which National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES), has contributed,
because I am most familiar with them and because of the great
variety of performance assessment types that these programs
employ. In fact, NES has been contracted to develop and
administer over 100 tests with performance assessment com-
ponents, to meet specific state mandates for the certification of
teachers, administrators, and school service personnel.
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Written Assignments

Writing skills. Assessments of writing skills are probably the
most familiar performance assessment type. In fact, the long
pedigree of writing assessments has caused them to be the
model for other performance assessments in terms of test
development, administration, and scoring. Assessments of
writing ability constitute a part of the certification programs in
Illinois, Texas, California, and Colorado, as well as in many other
states.

Written assignments are also used in certification testing for
bilingual education, English to Speakers of Other Languages, and
languages from Arabic to Yiddish in states such as Michigan,
New York, and California. These items not only assess
candidates' writing skills but also their cultural understanding in
context.

Quality of thought. Also, written assessments are used to
assess candidates' quality of thought. Both educational and
subject matter thinking skills are assessed via written assign-
ments in many state programs. In educational fields, written
assignments are used to assess candidates' ability to, among
others, analyze problems or teaching situations, apply knowl-
edge of educational theory to practical situations, reason and
solve problems, and use knowledge of teaching or of subject
matter content in instructional situations. For instance, the
Oklahoma Professional Teaching Examination™—which is based
on the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support
Consortium (INTASC) competencies, as adapted and expanded to
suit Oklahoma's specific situation—has significant performance
components.

Written performance assessment is used in many evaluations of
subject matter knowledge as well. California requires teacher
candidates in fields as diverse as agriculture, business,
geoscience, health science, home economics, and industrial and
technology education to analyze situations or case studies,
interpret and evaluate the information presented in them,
address given problems or goals, and justify the decisions or
recommendations they make. In agriculture, for instance,
candidates must analyze agricultural data and information,
choose methods and materials for solving agriculture-related
problems, and justify their answers in writing.
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Similarly, Colorado requires candidates in science, social studies,
school counselor, physical education, mathematics, English,
music, and art to provide written analyses of field-specific
situations. In Colorado's school counselor test, for example,
candidates may be asked to suggest a counseling program that
would benefit students, suggest factors that should be
considered in planning for that program, and design a strategy
for introducing and implementing it.

Audiotaped Items

Listening and/or speaking. Audiotaped item stimuli and/or
audiotaped candidate responses are often used to verify that
educator candidates can listen and/or speak in authentic
contexts. In California, New York State, and Texas, for example,
candidates for certificates in language instruction and bilingual
education demonstrate through the use of audiotaped items that
they can understand and speak the languages in which they seek
certification and can identify and correct oral errors produced by
students. An authentic audiotaped excerpt—which may be a
conversation between two people, a public address
announcement, a student attempting to speak the target
language, or similar oral stimulus—is presented to candidates,
and they must respond appropriately. Either written or oral
responses may be required, depending upon the item.

Audiotaped items are also used to verify that candidates for
certification as principals can process oral information and
produce reasonable spoken responses. For instance, the subject
of an audiotaped performance item may be a principal's ability
to deal with concerned parents or with critical school board
members. Similarly, music candidates may be expected to listen
to and correct musical errors, and speech or theatre candidates
may be asked to deliver a speech, critique oral performances by
students, or interpret the mood, tone, or effect of a spoken
passage.
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Videotaped Items

Candidate actions or behavior. The performance by candidates
in authentic situations is videotaped as part of a certification
assessment. For instance, a physical education candidate may be
asked to demonstrate ball handling techniques. A teacher of the
deaf may have to demonstrate understanding and use of
American Sign Language. A dance candidate may be required to
provide instruction in essential positions and steps. An
elementary teacher may have to lead a small-group discussion or
use cooperative learning techniques.

Videotaped assessment is currently used in New York State as
part of the process of offering permanent certification to
candidates who have already earned provisional certificates and
have acquired teaching experience. In response to specific
directions, candidates select the teaching acts that they will
videotape and submit as evidence of their best practice.

Conclusion

Performance assessment represents a significant and exciting
challenge for those who are engaged in the certification of
educators, either as state officials or as members of the
assessment community. Performance items can be a valuable
component of a comprehensive teacher certification assessment.
A program that balances the strengths of performance items
with those of multiple-choice items can yield an assessment of
both breadth and depth that is high in quality, technically sound,
and demonstrably valid, fair, and reliable.
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