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INTRODUCTION



What Is Performance Assessment?

I VIVIDLY REMEMBER A PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT from my junior high school days. Seventh grade, to be specific. I was taking a class called home economics—today it would be called family and consumer science. For a cooking unit, we worked in groups of four. We had already learned to make different recipes, and we had learned other skills like how to clean up a kitchen after cooking. It was time to put it all together, and the assignment was this: plan a lunch menu; invite four teachers; and cook, serve, and clean up the lunch. Daunting! We had never cooked for adults before. Plus, to serve a meal, everything has to be ready at the same time, and you do not get a second chance if you burn or ruin something.

But we did it. Our group served hamburgers and green beans for lunch with chocolate chip cookies for dessert. Our teachers said they enjoyed the meal—although, thinking back, I am not sure what else they would have said. Anyway, that was a watershed for me. I never dreaded putting together a whole meal again, and I have become a pretty good cook. In my mind, that was the day it all started.

Not every performance assessment will become a watershed in a student’s life. But every performance assessment does share something with my lunch-preparing experience—namely, what is assessed is something students do, and the assessment is based on observation and judgment of either the process of them doing it or the finished product. In the case of our lunch, both the process (how we prepared the food, served it, and cleaned up) and the product (how the food itself tasted) were observed.
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