
Alternative Assessment

A fourth-grade teacher undertook the first multi-
media project she had ever tackled with her class.
Students researched an animal, and were to devel-
op a report using software that allowed them to
create links between different topics in addition to
the linear flow of a written report. When students
linked related topics in ways demonstrating their
understanding, the teacher better understood
what they had learned. As the fourth-graders
showed their multimedia projects to small groups
of first-graders in their “buddy” class, conversa-
tions with the younger children also revealed the
depth of student knowledge. The project made the
teacher a convert to looking at multiple ways to
assess student learning. 

The students researched the animal reports using
a mix of print and software materials, a blend 
of research sources that is becoming common.
Because students were able to construct, link, 
and demonstrate what they had learned in multi-
ple ways, due to the nonlinear possibilities 
of multimedia technology, the teacher was able 
to observe the depth of their understanding. 

The National Reading Panel writes that many 
children may benefit from the addition of multi-
media instruction to a conventional curriculum
(National Reading Panel, 2000b). Multimedia
applications offer a wide variety of ways for 
students to demonstrate what they have learned,
providing teachers with alternative means 
of assessment. Consider this description of 
a second-grade classroom:

Second-graders at a rural school cre-
ate electronic portfolios. The teacher
created a template in HyperStudio, 
a multimedia program, then students
linked several samples of their work
through the year. Students created
electronic slide shows of their study 
of the planets and of Mexico, and
recorded their voices onto the slides.
The electronic portfolios also include
periodic audio recordings of reading
samples. Children and parents can
readily hear the growth in reading
ability from month to month, and 
children love to listen to how they
sounded when they were younger.

A portfolio reflects a child’s individu-
ality, encourages the child to evaluate
his or her own work, and supports 
a child’s chances for success. Tech-
nology provides wonderful tools for
developing formative assessments,
valuable feedback that provides oppor-
tunities for children to revise and
improve the quality of their work.
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Many teachers use portfolios to collect children’s
artifacts, pictures, narratives, and taped reading
and speaking samples to document development
and growth over time (Hutinger, 1996; Liang &
Johnson, 1999).

Because children are best able to show learning 
in ways that express their individuality, many 
students benefit from multiple ways of looking 
at and assessing learning. For some, it provides 
a way they can succeed when they otherwise may
not. Children with special needs or who learn 
in nontraditional ways may not always clearly
demonstrate their achievement using paper-and-
pencil methods of assessment. Portfolios are
practical, useful planning and reporting tools, 
and portfolio assessment offers many benefits. 
It increases the teacher’s awareness of how 
children learn; links activities, learning, and

assessment interactively; guides and supports
curriculum planning; and assists in communica-
tion with parents (Hutinger, 1996). 

Other uses of technology also provide alternative
ways of looking at student learning. For example,
there are many ways for students to demonstrate
reading comprehension. One is to create a data-
base of the books they have read. The database
can serve as an assessment tool to document that
a student has read the book, and can also help to
generate interest in books (Kahn, 2000). 

A teacher may choose to create a template for
younger students, with the class helping to decide
what information to include; older students appre-
ciate the flexibility and room for individual varia-
tion of selecting which additional fields (sections
of the database) they want to add.
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Through summaries and their comments on the
book, students demonstrate comprehension, and
show their understanding of different genres and
purposes for writing. As the classroom described
below demonstrates, creating and adding to the
database is motivating for students:

A Northwest teacher uses an integrated program
supported by the district (AppleWorks) to have
students create their own databases. The class
first discusses which fields (database sections)
must be included. The list typically reflects those
with authentic purpose, mirroring other reviews
students may be familiar with—summary, ratings,
author, title, and copyright information—and may
also include other fields that individual students

choose to add. The discussion of which fields the
class agrees must be included is valuable, as stu-
dents think through the purpose of the project and
the information a reader would expect to find. 

Students add books throughout the year, and
printouts are sent home quarterly to parents.
Book entries reflect their growth in reading skill,
comprehension, number and variety of books read,
and writing skills as the year progresses. Students
are happy to talk about their favorite books and
what makes them special. In addition, students 
are eager to show the database during student/
parent/teacher conferences.
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