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Dynamic Assessment: A Paradigm Shift  
Towards Alternative Assessments  

 
 
Standard Assessment     vs.     Dynamic Assessment (adapted from Pena) 
 
Static   …………………………………. Dynamic 
 
Content (What)  ………………………   Process (How) 
 
Norm Based  ………………………….. Test-Teach-Retest 
 
Snap shot  ……………………………….Continuous 
 
Passive Participation ………………. … Inter-Active Participation 
 
Standardized Administration …………   Mediated Process 
 
Absence of Feedback ………………….. Teaching Strategy 
 
Deficit Based…………………………….Learning Strategies 
 
  
In summary, dynamic assessment emphasizes the student’s learning process 
and can be used to:  
♦ distinguish language differences from language disorders 
♦ obtain information about a child’s vocabulary (lexicon), narrative 

discourse, reading writing and/or mathematical abilities   
♦ apply information learned to instructional strategies 
 
Benefits or Outcomes from Dynamic Assessment:  
♦ Enhances accurate identification of CLD children in SPED 
♦ Prevents  over-identification 
♦ Moves beyond eligibility determination to multiple purposes for 

assessment 
♦ Reveals specific teaching strategies for classroom 
♦ Enables development of relevant goals and objectives 
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♦ Enhances development of internalized meta-cognitive learning strategies 
for older children 

 
 
Teacher/Specialists Benefits: 
♦ Enhances personal knowledge and skill learning in alternative assessment 

strategies 
♦ Enables engagement in responsive practice 
♦ Increases flexibility in assessment processes 
♦ Incorporates professional skill, expertise, and judgement 
♦ Increases accurate understanding of student’s abilities 
♦ Fosters effective intervention 
 
 
 
Caveats 
• Need for contextual considerations…the more the task resonates to the 

child’s culture, the greater the possibility to discern language difference 
versus disorder 

• Non-biased assessment of CLD students means that we move from an 
examination of possible “extrinsic” factors to explain performance to 
“intrinsic” explanations for difficulties in learning  

• Dynamic assessment is on the “cutting edge” of practice and we need to 
focus on refining application of the process to learn more about student’s 
abilities and what helps them learn 

 
Applications ~ What does this look like? 
The goal is not to “teach the test” but “test, teach and retest”  
 
 
Selected References:  
Pena, Quinn, & Inglsias (1992). The application of dynamic methods to 
language, assessment: A non-biased procedure. Journal of Special 
Education.26:269-280.  
     This study found that the African American and Latino children scored 
an average of 2 SD below the mean on an EOWVT. After dynamic 
assessment, typically developing children made significant changes from 
pre-test to post-test. On the other hand, children with language impairment 
made no significant changes from pre- to post-test.  
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Gutierrez-Clellan & Pena, (2001). Dynamic assessment of diverse children: 
A tutorial. LSHSS. 31:212-225.  
This article reported on two case studies of bilingual pre-school children 
whose vocabulary scores (EOWVT) were similarly delayed (2SD below 
mean). These children responded differently to mediated learning 
environment (MLE) s.  One child demonstrated high responsiveness during 
the MLE sessions. She demonstrated strengths in attention, planning, self-
regulation, transfer and motivation. She initiated and maintained focus on 
tasks presented and made comments about feature of the task related to the 
goal of labeling. She talked about the goal of “special names”, which was 
the task of leaning specific vocabulary. She asked for help and self-corrected 
herself and transferred these skill across sessions.  Her post-test scores 
demonstrated a significant increase in expressive vocabulary (1SD) after 
mediated learning. The authors conclude that this child demonstrated a 
language difference versus disorder and teachers were able to meet her 
educational needs in the regular classroom. The other child received MLE 
and was highly motivated and attended to the tasks during session. However, 
she was inconsistent in using strategies of self-regulation and planning. 
Although, she did ask for help and did practice, she made no change in 
labeling single words. The authors interpret this behavior to support their 
conclusion that this child demonstrated language leaning disabilities. These 
results from dynamic assessment supported observations of classroom 
behavior. These results corroborated her teacher’s concerns regarding her 
limited language skills and interactions with peers.   
 
A Sample Mediated Learning Experience: There are four vocabulary 
strategies suggested by Pena et al. (in press) to use in mediated learning 
experiences for young children.  These include: 
 
Intentionality: The mediator focuses on visual and verbal attention and 
communicates expectation of success. 
  
“ Today we are going to work on special names”  
 
Meaning: The mediator facilitates the learner’s awareness of learning 
targets by attributing meaning and value to specific behavior.  
  
“ Special names help us tell things apart”  
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Transcendence: The mediator makes explicit the expectation that the newly 
learned skills will be used across many content areas. The examples are used 
to bridge learning tasks to the child’s experiences, 
 
 “What if I called you {wrong name}? Would you know who I was talking 
to?”  
 
Competence: Specific feedback is used to encourage the use of new 
strategies and to provide motivational support for attempting new or 
unfamiliar tasks or skills. 
 
“Good! At first you did not use special names but we worked on that. And 
now you know that special names are important” 
Sample Activity: You try it… 
 
MLE:  
 
Intentionality: “Let’s learn some new words or signs together”  
 
Meaning: “Learning vocabulary in different languages may help us to 
understand the relationship between culture and language….”  
 
Transcendence: “Think about what the words sound like or look like. Do 
they remind you of something familiar?”  
 
Competence: “You figured that out. You used your knowledge of language 
to learn new vocabulary”  
 
Now that you know these three words, teach them using these strategies to a 
partner.  
 
 
 
 
 


