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Purposes and functions of assessment 
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1. Check students’ understanding of new vocabulary. 

2. Reinforce importance of new words... 

3. ...But also reinforce word knowledge itself (depth especially). 

Consider the key distinctions between: 

• Formative and summative assessment. 

• Modality of assessment (written, oral, visual). 

See the REL Central resource on 
using formative assessment: 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regio 
ns/central/pdf/REL_2017259.pdf

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/central/pdf/REL_2017259.pdf


Formative versus summative assessment 
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Formative assessment 

• Defined by its purpose of 
providing information to 
guide future instructional 
and learning efforts 

• Often informal 
• Can be done with groups 

of students or individually 
• Documents incremental 

knowledge and skill 
development 

Summative assessment 

• Defined by its purpose of 
providing information to 
measure level of success 
of past instructional and 
learning efforts 

• Frequently formal and 
standardized, and typically 
individual 

• Documents the state of 
knowledge at a 
predetermined endpoint of 
some instructional unit



Varying the modality of assessment 
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In writing, invite students to: 

❑ Write a definition of a new vocabulary word 
to evaluate confidence in word recognition. 

❑ Fill in the blanks with key words to build or 
explore background knowledge. 

In oral language, invite students to: 

❑ Teach a peer about the lesson content using 
one of the novel words. 

❑ Discuss how the word relates to other words 
on the topic, in English and home languages. 

In multimedia activities, invite students to: 

❑ Draw a picture of the lesson content, labeling 
key features with new vocabulary. 

❑ Create a word network to display how the target 
words relate to other familiar concepts.



Varying the modality of assessment: Writing 
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In writing, invite students to: 

❑ Write a definition of a new vocabulary word 
to evaluate confidence in word recognition. 

❑ Fill in the blanks with key words to build or 
explore background knowledge. 

When the pilot first stepped out of the plane, she 

was _______________ with questions about how she 

was able to land it safely. Everyone was worried that 

getting down to the runway with only one wheel 

would lead to a dangerous ______________! But the 

pilot told the crowd that the team on the ground 

______________ messages that helped her set all of 

her controls so that she could gently lower the plane 

to the runway.



Varying the modality of assessment: Writing 
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In writing, invite students to: 

❑ Write a definition of a new vocabulary word 
to evaluate confidence in word recognition. 

❑ Fill in the blanks with key words to build or 
explore background knowledge. 

to keep sending large amounts of something; to 
attack 

to give someone something; to send or share 
something 

to have an effect on; to hit or collide with

Students can match words to definitions, or can write definitions for target words. 



Varying the modality of assessment: Speaking 
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In oral language, invite students to: 

❑ Teach a peer about the lesson content using 
one of the novel words. 

❑ Discuss how the word relates to other words 
on the topic, in English and home languages.



Varying the modality of assessment: Multimedia 

8

In multimedia activities, invite students to: 

❑ Draw a picture of the lesson content, labeling 
key features with new vocabulary. 

❑ Create a word network to display how the target 
words relate to other familiar concepts.



Assessing different aspects of word knowledge 
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How do target words relate to familiar words? 
2. Let’s closely examine the problem. 

a) extract 
• Similar sounds (phonological match) 

b) neglect 
• Unrelated 

c) study 
• Synonym (semantic match) 

d) skim 
• Antonym (semantic opposite) 
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3. Assessing vocabulary: Key takeaways 
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✓ Your purposes for assessing vocabulary can and should shape the kind of assessment 
you administer. 

✓ Low-stakes assessments help check for understanding of new vocabulary in situ. 

✓ Assessment can focus on different aspects of word learning, and all are important.
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