
In our exploration of Performance-Based Learning (PBL), it is important for us to include a look at the assessments 

which support this model of learning.  So, in this month’s CAFE Resources we’ll begin by reviewing the two main 

types of assessments: 

Formative assessment is generally conducted before and during the learning process.  This type of 

assessment is diagnostic in nature, and helps to inform instructional decisions by providing evidence 

about what experiences, skills, and/or knowledge a learner may need to be introduced to or have 

further practice with in order to master the desired learning outcomes.  Formative assessment can 

be formal, such as through the use of an assignment or quiz, or it can be informal, such as relying on 

observations or the results and interactions of classroom activities.  Most formative assessments are 

low-stakes, or have minimal impact on a learner’s final grade. 

Summative assessment is typically performed at the end of the learning process to evaluate how 

well the learner has achieved the intended learning outcomes, or to sum up the learning.  This type 

of assessment can take many forms, including exams, projects, and other kinds of major assign-

ments.  Summative assessments can judge how well outcomes are met at the course, program, and/

or institutional level.  At the course level, summative assessments are often high-stakes, and have a 

significant impact on a learner’s final course grade and ability to move on to subsequent courses, or 

to receive a culminating credential. 

A critical characteristic of assessment in the PBL model is authenticity.  This is particularly important for summative 

assessments so that students are actually demonstrating their newly acquired knowledge and skills in a way that 

closely mimics how they would use these attributes in the real world.  In other words, the assessments should be rele-

vant and meaningful.  Authentic assessments will vary based on the subject matter, but some common types of au-

thentic assessments include performances, presentations, case studies, portfolios, debates, labs, and projects, all 

which would encompass the unique skills and knowledge pertinent to a specific discipline.  

Authentic assessments are often open-ended, and thus can be more challenging to develop and objectively evaluate.  

The use of rubrics is one way to help manage authentic assessments.  Next month, we will take a closer look at rubrics.  

Until then, consider the following about your use of assessments: 

Are there enough formative assessments built into your course to provide information about adjusting instruction 

to best meet learners’ needs throughout the instructional sequence?   

Are your summative assessments an authentic evaluation of how students will ultimately have to perform the 

skills or use the knowledge acquired in your course?  

If you would like further information about, or help creating or revising formative or summative assessments, contact 

the curriculum designers in Operations, Curriculum, and Assessment at instruction@schoolcraft.edu or (734)462-4419.  

Schedule a time to meet with a curriculum designer in the CAFE (Grote 100). 
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