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6.5 Shifting the Purpose of Preassessments:  
Providing Evidence to Inform Instructional Practice

By Thomas W . Many

Adapted from Texas Elementary Principals & Supervisors Association’s TEPSA News, March/April 
2016, Vol . 73, No . 2, www .tepsa .org

“A pre-assessment is not a wide-spread practice among teachers even though the 
benefits it allows to the students, as well as teachers, are phenomenal.”

—English Teaching 101

Ask any group of teachers what they think about preassessments, and you will likely get a 
variety of responses. Thomas Guskey (2018) does an excellent job of articulating both sides of 
the argument; he reports that “advocates claim preassessments provide essential data about 
the knowledge, skills, and dispositions students bring to the learning tasks. Critics contend, 
however, that most preassessments only confirm what teachers already know: Students don’t 
know what they haven’t yet been taught” (p. 52). A traditional preassessment consists of a 
handful of tasks—usually problems, prompts, or activities similar to those students will engage 
in during the unit—students respond to before instruction begins. The purpose of a preassess-
ment is to determine what students know before the teacher teaches a unit, but according to 
Byrd (n.d.), a teacher’s preassessment should do more than separate the class into two groups: 
mastery and nonmastery. It should also inform your lessons. 

Instead of calling them preassessments, teacher teams should think of them as a way to check 
how ready students are to learn. Looking at preassessments as readiness checks shifts the 
purpose of preassessments from the narrow goal of identifying what students know and don’t 
know to the broader goal of informing instructional practice, assessing a student’s readiness 
to learn, and identifying which aspects of the new material students have already mastered.

Reveal Gaps in Learning
Done well, preassessments will certainly identify what students already know about the 

upcoming unit of instruction, but they can also detect any gaps in a student’s prior knowledge, 
guide the creation of flexible groups, and provide insight into the most effective teaching strat-
egies, methods, and materials to help the student learn. Preassessments can be a terrific way 
for teachers to gather more information about the learners in the classroom.

Guide Students
Preassessments can also be beneficial to students. A well-designed preassessment can give 

students a preview of the content the teacher will cover in the upcoming unit. It can also help 
students understand what they need to learn, where they currently are in the learning pro-
gression, and what they need to do to close the gap between where they are and where they 
need to be.

Show Prerequisite Learning
A preassessment teachers design to inform their instructional practice would check on stu-

dents’ prerequisite skills acquisition; teachers need to know their students are ready to learn. 
For students, perhaps the only thing more frustrating than sitting through lessons based on 
content they have already mastered would be sitting through lessons where teachers expect 
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6.5 them to learn new material when the students lack the prerequisite knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions to be successful.

Students’ readiness to learn is compromised when they have gaps or holes in their prior 
knowledge, misconceptions around important concepts, or simply lack the prerequisite skills 
necessary to master new material. Preassessments give teachers important information about 
students’ readiness to learn while providing opportunities to reteach the missing skills before 
beginning to teach.

Assess Knowledge of Academic Language
A preassessment with a more comprehensive purpose would also verify students have a solid 

grasp of important vocabulary and key terminology. Teachers need to know whether students 
are able to access the academic language necessary to be successful in the upcoming unit.

For example, the fourth-grade curriculum requires students to identify, add, and subtract 
equivalent fractions, thus to be successful, fourth-grade students must understand the mean-
ing of equivalent. It’s rare, however, to hear students ask for an “equivalent turn” in a four 
square game during recess! Likewise, asking middle or high school students to demonstrate 
voice in their writing requires students to understand the nuanced definition of voice as a lit-
erary term. If a solid grasp of the academic language necessary for success in the upcoming 
unit is lacking, students will struggle with new material.

Inform Teacher Practice
Finally, if the goal of a preassessment shifts from identifying a student’s level of mastery to 

one of informing teachers’ practice, teachers need to know more than just who is and isn’t 
proficient. Teachers also must know who is proficient on which aspects of the new material. 
Using preassessments for this purpose requires teachers to go beyond averages and look at 
each student’s performance on each individual learning target. Once teachers identify the most 
essential learning targets for a unit, they can use preassessment results to understand what 
aspects of the upcoming unit they need to emphasize when teaching.

Rather than announcing that only two students are proficient, teams using preassessments 
to inform their practice might engage in a conversation that goes something like this: “Even 
though two students demonstrated proficiency on the preassessment, no one got all the ques-
tions right and everyone missed questions one and three. Were there any patterns in the stu-
dents’ mistakes? Why did the students struggle with these particular concepts?” Having this 
kind of conversation about preassessment results provides valuable insight into how to teach 
the upcoming unit.

“The usefulness of pre-assessments depends on their purpose, form, and utility. They 
can guide teachers to more effective instruction, but they can also be a waste of valu-
able instructional time.”

—Thomas Guskey and Jay McTighe

Guskey (2018) confirms that, “Among educational experts, the value of pre-assessments is 
a matter of some debate.” While preassessments will certainly identify those students who 
have and have not already mastered the content, if the goal of a preassessment is to inform a 
teacher’s instructional practice, there should be other priorities as well. Teams would design 
their preassessments to check a student’s readiness to learn, verify a student’s understanding 
of important academic language, and identify which aspects of the unit the student needs 
more time and attention to learn.
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