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Foreword

Assessing Student Outcomes: Performance
Assessment Using the Dimensions of
 Learning Model is both a welcome re-

sponse to the revolution in assessment now un-
der way in American education and a welcome
addition to the Dimensions of Learning materi-
als introduced by ASCD in 1992. The Dimensions
of Learning instructional model is based on the
premise that fives types of thinking are essential
to the learning process: (1) positive attitudes and
perceptions about learning, (2) thinking involved
in acquiring and integrating knowledge,
(3) thinking involved in extending and refining
knowledge, (4) thinking involved in using knowl-
edge meaningfully, and (5) productive habits of
mind. The authors have used this instructional
model to develop a practical approach to student
assessment that answers many of the recent
demands for reform in this area. For instance,
they address the need for educators to specify not
only the content-specific knowledge and skills
students should acquire, but also the knowledge
and skills that cut across many content areas
and are useful to people in many situations dur-
ing their lifetime.

What is most refreshing about this book is
the authors’ recognition of the connections
among teaching, learning, and assessment.
Rather than view assessment as a separate ac-
tivity, they closely link it to teaching and learn-
ing and suggest that it be conducted in a manner

that provides useful feedback to teachers, stu-
dents, parents, and others interested in real stu-
dent achievement. Central to their approach is
the use of carefully constructed performance
tasks that give students opportunities to demon-
strate their understanding of concepts and apply
knowledge and skills as they would in the world
outside of school. Teachers will find the authors’
guidelines for developing performance tasks es-
pecially valuable.

The rubrics for assessing performance are
another important and unique element of this
approach to assessment. As defined by the
authors, a rubric consists of descriptions of four
levels of performance for a given standard, each
of which is assigned a score ranging from a low
of 1 to a high of 4. The authors have included
numerous rubrics for both teachers and students
that can be adapted for use in the classroom.

The approach to assessment described in this
book, supported as it is by an established instruc-
tional model, will undoubtedly help teachers de-
velop more effective assessments that are
strongly linked to teaching and learning. And by
changing the way they look at student assess-
ment, teachers will be taking a big step toward
transforming their classrooms into places where
we know that students will experience learning
to the fullest and acquire the knowledge and
skills necessary to be vital, contributing mem-
bers of society.

BARBARA TALBERT JACKSON
ASCD President, 1993-94
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Introduction

Dimensions of Learning is an instructional
framework based on the best of what
research and theory say about learning.

Its premise is that five types of thinking, what
we call the five dimensions of learning, are es-
sential to successful learning. Initially, Dimen-
sions of Learning was designed to help teachers
better plan curriculum and instruction by using
what is known about how students learn. The
framework’s strong grounding in research and
theory, however, makes it a natural partner for
performance assessment. Dimensions of Learn-
ing and performance assessment share similar
assumptions about the nature of learning and
the art and science of teaching. In fact, we believe
Dimensions of Learning can help educators an-
swer one of the most frequently asked questions
concerning performance assessment: How do
you teach to performance assessment? In this
book, we describe how to design a performance
assessment system that supports the Dimen-
sions of Learning instructional framework.

The next section briefly describes the five
dimensions of learning and how they work to-
gether. Readers who would like a more thorough
grounding in the theory and use of the Dimen-
sions of Learning framework may want to exam-
ine one or more of the following publications:

• The Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s Man-
ual (Marzano et al. 1992a) describes how to teach
using the Dimensions of Learning framework.

• The Dimensions of Learning Trainer’s Man-
ual (Marzano et al. 1992b) provides a step-by-
step guide to training teachers in the use of the
framework. It is designed to be used with the
Teacher’s Manual.

• A Different Kind of Classroom: Teaching
with Dimensions of Learning (Marzano 1992)
describes the theoretical underpinnings of the
Dimensions of Learning framework and pro-
vides examples of how teachers can use the
framework to plan lessons.

The Five Dimensions
of Learning

Before describing how to approach perform-
ance assessment using Dimensions of Learning,
let’s briefly consider the framework itself. What
are the five dimensions of learning, and what do
they imply about effective instruction?

Dimension 1: Positive Attitudes and
Perceptions About Learning

Without positive attitudes and perceptions,
students have little chance of learning profi-
ciently, if at all. In other words, for learning to
occur, students must have certain attitudes and
perceptions. Feeling comfortable in the class-
room, for instance, is important to learning. If a
student does not believe the classroom is a safe
and orderly place, she will probably learn little
in that classroom. Similarly, if she does not have
positive attitudes about classroom tasks, she
probably won’t put much effort into them and,
again, her learning will suffer. A primary focus
of effective instruction, then, is establishing pos-
itive attitudes and perceptions about learning.
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Dimension 2: Acquiring and Integrating
Knowledge

Helping students acquire new knowledge, in-
tegrate it with what they already know, and
retain it is an important aspect of learning. When
content is new, a teacher’s instructional planning
must focus on strategies that will help students
relate new knowledge to prior knowledge, organ-
ize the new knowledge in meaningful ways, and
make it part of their long-term memory. For
example, a teacher might help students relate
the new information they are learning to what
they already know by helping them create an
analogy for the new information. He might
suggest that they construct an outline or a
graphic representation of the new information.
And he might help students more effectively
store information in long-term memory by guid-
ing them through the creation of images repre-
senting the important aspects of the new
information.

The Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s Man-
ual outlines numerous instructional strategies
teachers can use to help students acquire and
integrate knowledge more effectively.

Dimension 3: Extending and Refining
Knowledge

Acquiring and integrating knowledge is not
the end of the learning process. Learners extend
and refine their knowledge, adding new distinc-
tions and making further connections. They ana-
lyze what they have learned in more depth and
with more rigor. While extending and refining
their knowledge, learners commonly engage in
the following activities:

• Comparing
• Classifying
• Making inductions
• Making deductions
• Analyzing errors
• Creating and analyzing support
• Analyzing perspectives
• Abstracting

Teachers need to consider two important
planning questions when addressing Dimension
3:

• What information is important for students
to extend and refine?

• What strategies and activities will be used
to help students extend and refine their knowl-
edge?

The kinds of extending and refining activities
chosen should fit naturally with the curriculum
content, so as to fully integrate the teaching of
cognitive skills and the teaching of content.
Again, the Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s
Manual provides numerous examples, at both
the elementary and secondary level, of strategies
and activities that help students master each of
the eight extending and refining skills.

Dimension 4: Using Knowledge
Meaningfully

Cognitive psychologists tell us that the most
effective learning occurs when students are able
to use knowledge to perform meaningful tasks.
For instance, you might initially learn about
good used cars by talking to a friend or reading
an article about them. You really learn about
them, though, when you have to decide which car
to buy on your limited budget. In effect, the
“meaningful task” of making a decision provides
an arena for you to learn about cars at a much
deeper and richer level than you would if you
weren’t involved in the task. Planning instruc-
tion so that students have the opportunity to use
knowledge meaningfully is one of the most im-
portant decisions a teacher can make. In the
Dimensions of Learning model, there are five
types of tasks that encourage the meaningful use
of knowledge:

• Decision making
• Investigation
• Experimental inquiry
• Problem solving
• Invention

ASSESSING STUDENT OUTCOMES
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A teacher should look at the content for sig-
nificant issues or problems that naturally stand
out. The content should determine which of the
five tasks a teacher or student might select, not
vice versa. Here are a few questions a teacher
might think about to identify significant issues
for the task of investigation:

• Is there an unresolved issue about how
something occurred or why it occurred? (histori-
cal investigation)

• Is there an unresolved issue about what
would happen if . . . or what would have hap-
pened if . . . ? (projective investigation)

• How many issues will be considered?
• Who will structure the tasks? (Ultimately,

students should identify the issues they want to
deal with in their projects and the specifics of
those tasks; however, teachers must usually first
provide structured activities to help students
learn how to identify and carry out the five
Dimension 4 activities.)

• What types of products will students pro-
duce?

• To what extent will students work in coop-
erative groups?

The Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s Man-
ual contains numerous examples of meaningful-
use tasks that both elementary and secondary
students might carry out.

Dimension 5: Productive Habits of Mind
The final aspect of learning is perhaps the

most important. It concerns the use of productive
habits of mind—habits used by critical, creative,
and self-regulated thinkers. Although acquiring
content knowledge is important, it is perhaps not
the most important goal of education. Ulti-
mately, developing mental habits that will en-
able individuals to learn on their own whatever
they want or need to know at any point in their
lives is probably the most important goal of
education. Some of these habits of mind include:

• Being clear and seeking clarity
• Being open-minded

• Restraining impulsivity
• Being aware of your own thinking
• Evaluating the effectiveness of your actions
• Pushing the limits of your knowledge and

abilities
• Engaging intensely in tasks even when

answers or solutions are not immediately appar-
ent

When teachers plan lessons, they often do not
consciously consider activities or strategies they
might use to help students develop productive
habits of mind. They focus instead on content
and on the need to “cover the curriculum.” The
Dimensions of Learning model specifies that
teachers should consider in their planning ques-
tions that focus on developing productive habits
of mind:

• Which mental habits should be emphasized
in this unit?

• Which mental habits will be introduced?
• How will the mental habits be reinforced?

A complete explanation of the questions
teachers should consider when planning a unit
of instruction that addresses all five dimensions
of learning can be found in A Different Kind of
Classroom: Teaching with Dimensions of Learn-
ing and in the Dimensions of Learning Teacher’s
Manual.

The Relationship Among the
Dimensions of Learning

It’s important to realize that the five dimen-
sions of learning do not operate in isolation but
work together in the manner depicted in Figure
1. Briefly, Figure 1 illustrates that all learning
takes place against the backdrop of the learner’s
attitudes and perceptions (Dimension 1) and her
use (or lack of use) of the productive habits of
mind (Dimension 5). If a student has negative
attitudes and perceptions about learning, then
she will likely learn little. If she has positive
attitudes and perceptions, she will learn more,
and learning will be easier. Similarly, when a
student uses productive habits of mind, she fa-

INTRODUCTION
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FIGURE 1
Dimensions of Learning

ASSESSING STUDENT OUTCOMES
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cilitates her learning; when she doesn’t use pro-
ductive habits of mind, she hinders her learning.
Dimensions 1 and 5, then, are always factors in
the learning process. This is why they are part of
the background of Figure 1.

Given that proper attitudes and perceptions
are in place and productive habits of mind are
being used, learning is a matter of acquiring and
integrating new knowledge (Dimension 2). Usu-
ally, though, the learner extends and refines
knowledge as he acquires and integrates it. This
is why the circle representing Dimension 2 over-
laps the circle representing Dimension 3. While
these two types of learning are going on, the
learner should also be using knowledge mean-
ingfully (Dimension 4)—applying his knowledge
to round out the learning process.

The most effective learning is a product of the
interaction of these five distinct types of think-
ing that we call the dimensions of learning.

The Importance of Understanding the
Dimensions of Learning Model

Even this brief description of the Dimensions
of Learning model implies some significant

changes in the nature and function of schooling.
For example, if we want students to engage in
complex tasks in which they will use knowledge
in unique and meaningful ways (Dimension 4)
and if we want them to cultivate such higher
level mental skills as restraining impulsivity
and being aware of their own thinking (Dimen-
sion 5), then our methods of assessment must
surely change, because most of today’s assess-
ments make no attempt to measure such behav-
iors; they are not linked to the kind of learning
we want to see. Likewise, the nature and delivery
of curriculum must also change to become more
strongly linked to learning and assessment. In-
deed, a primary purpose of this book is to illus-
trate how both assessment and curriculum must
change if a school or district truly wishes to
institutionalize the principles of Dimensions of
Learning.

This brief discussion of Dimensions of Learn-
ing should provide you with the understanding
necessary to make good use of this book. To get
the most from the book, however, we encourage
you to become thoroughly familiar with the
model by reading A Different Kind of Classroom:
Teaching with Dimensions of Learning.

INTRODUCTION
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