
36 BRAIN-FRIENDLY ASSESSMENTS

Brain-friendly assessments measure the progress a student’s neural net-
works are making toward acquiring and understanding new learning. Be 
aware that, in nearly every learning situation, students come with some back-
ground knowledge that may be closely or distantly related to the new topic at 
hand. Perhaps it is something they read or saw on the television, in a movie, 
or on the Internet. What they know may not be accurate, but you can be sure 
it will have some degree of influence over the new learning. This influence of 
past learning on new learning is referred to as transfer. As Figure 3.1 illus-
trates, old learning can either help (called positive transfer) or interfere 
(called negative transfer) with the acquisition of new learning. Transfer is a 

FIGURE 3.1 The diagram illustrates the impact that established old learning (solid arrow) has on fragile 
new learning (dotted arrow) . The old learning can either help or interfere with the acquisition of new 
learning . This is an example of transfer during learning .
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From the beginning to the end of a unit of instruction, students will progress 
at different rates, depending on ability, past knowledge about the new learning, 
interest in the topic, and the methods of instruction. It is important, therefore, 
to assess what is happening to their brains at various points along the journey 
to achieving a learning objective. As Figure 3.2 illustrates, teachers should con-
sider a preassessment at the beginning of a unit of instruction, formative 
assessments along the way, and a summative assessment at the end. The terms 
formative and summative do not describe a type of assessment, but when that 
assessment is given and how the results are used. When teachers and students 
use the assessment results to improve instruction, the assessment is formative. 
If, on the other hand, the teacher uses the assessment to sum up the learning
at the end of a unit of instruction, it is summative. Excellent results on the sum-
mative assessment most likely indicate excellent design in the formative 
assessments. Similarly, poor results on the summative assessment usually reveal 
poor design in the formative assessments.
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