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Abstract: This paper explores several distinct and effective methods for using 
technology tools to enhance the assessment of student learning in any classroom. The 
investigation is grounded in what recent developments from the field of assessment and is 
applied in a history setting; however, these approaches are applicable in virtually any 
academic setting. Each tool can make the classroom more effective for flipping, for 
successfully employing a TPACK framework, and to effectively enhance assessment of 
learning in the classroom to inform instructional decision-making in real-time. 

 
 
Introduction 

The past few decades have witnessed a variety of significant shifts in approaches to practice in 
education.  Two of the more significant arenas experiencing these changes come from the fields of 
assessment and learning history.  This essay will briefly trace some of those developments and offer two 
freely available tools for technology that can be used to intentionally promote effective historical thinking 
through the use of enhanced, technological assessment techniques.  This is especially significant in this 
era of educational accountability, which is unlikely to fade any time soon.   
 
Developments in Assessment 

Advances in our understanding of how the mind works over the past decade has transformed 
understandings of effective assessment and sharpened our ability to recognize the potential for classroom 
assessments to enhance instruction and learning.  Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser (2001) outline three 
foundational elements comprising what they deem the “assessment triangle” that underlie all assessments.  
Figure one displays the three elements of cognition, observation, and interpretation and the authors argue 
that they “must be explicitly connected and designed as a coordinated whole” (p. 2) in order to draw 
meaningful inferences.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The Assessment Triangle 
 

These three essential elements provide a means through which assessments ought to be vetted 
prior to utilization as well as being certain that something important will be learned from the assessments 
and that the information obtained can help improve learning.  In the day-to-day operations of the 
classroom the development of the idea of formative assessment has been another central idea to discuss.  
Connie Moss and Susan Brookhart (2009) provide a definition of formative assessment as:  
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“an active and intentional learning process that partners the teacher and the students to 
continuously and systematically gather evidence of learning with the express purpose of 
improving student achievement” (p. 6). 

 
Wiliam (2011), speaking of formative assessments in the classroom concluded that: “there is now 

a strong body of theoretical and empirical work that suggests that integrating assessment with instruction 
may well have unprecedented power to increase student engagement and to improve learning outcomes” 
(p. 11).  Formative assessment is one powerful element of what is often referred to in the assessment field 
as assessment for learning as opposed to of learning.  These are briefly synthesized in table 1 drawing on 
the work of Rick Stiggins (2002) but put simply, “assessments for learning serve to help students learn 
more” (p. 761). 
 
Assessment Type Brief Description 
Assessment for Learning Enable teachers to use data from student knowledge & understanding to 

inform their teaching – provide feedback to students about learning & how 
to improve 

Assessment of Learning Assists teachers to use evidence of student achievement with respect to 
intended learning outcomes 

Assessment as Learning Involving students in the learning process to promote self-monitoring of 
progress 

Table 1: Assessments of and for learning 
 

Jim Popham is another major contributor to the field of assessment and in his work, Instruction 
that Measures Up, he identifies assessment to monitor instruction as a key area for educators to focus on.  
He identifies a two-part question that is of significance: “do I need to make adjustments in my ongoing 
instruction and, if so, what sorts of adjustments?” (p. 17).  And it is this central question for instruction 
that can be leveraged so effectively through the integration of technology-enhanced assessment practices.  
However, a one-size-fits-all assessment without consideration of domain-specificity is not appropriate for 
seriously improving practice (Wineburg, 1997).   
 
Developments in Learning History 

For decades, educational researchers have argued that teaching history needs to be transformed.  
This transformation has led to a push away from traditional practices in the teaching of history and 
instead, pursuit of engaging in conceptual analysis, comparing, contrasting, and critiquing diverse 
historical sources, and the construction of evidence-based claims (Levstik & Barton, 2005; Seixas & 
Peck, 2004; Wineburg, 2001).  Each of these alternatives offers an effective way to move beyond 
teaching history as mere chronicle and exploring the full complexity of the historical discipline.   
 

However, one must not take these various calls for moving away from a traditional approach to 
teaching history as chronicle to mean that content is insignificant.  Indeed, nothing could be further from 
the truth.  Without a strong foundation of historical content knowledge students are left to the mercy of 
their various misconceptions that derive from a lack of recognizing historical context in its full 
complexity.  Failure to integrate historical content knowledge in a temporal and intentional way will 
create a history curriculum that does not equip students to think critically in history (Willingham, 2008) 
nor to orient themselves appropriately in historical understanding (Wilschut, 2009). 
 

In summary, Fritz Fischer (2011, p. 15) reflects that “we now know much more about the 
composition of “historical thinking”, an idea that many scholars in history take for granted but rarely 
consciously consider”.  He goes on to explain that such knowledge might provide a bridge for translating 
effective historical practice between higher and lower levels in the field of education.  Indeed, it seems 
that the teaching learning of history in the twenty-first century needs to have a sort of translation such that 



our classrooms integrate both the necessary content of history with the disciplinary skills that are now 
widely available.  How might technology tools utilized as assessments for learning provide that 
integration and promote development of historical understanding? 
 
Tech-Enhanced Assessment in History for Improved Historical Understanding 

Having briefly explored the developments in the areas of assessment and learning history let us 
provide a synthesis for how one might go about enhancing learning in the history classroom.  First, 
consider common patterns of error in historical thinking and understanding and then let us explore a few 
suggestions for training students to avoid such errors and grow in their depth of understanding history in 
its full complexity. 
 

Novices of history tend to fall into patterns of tendencies that reflect poor understanding of 
effective history practice (VanSledright, 2015).  In particular, there are four tendencies of novices in 
history that must be considered in developing effective assessments to move students from lower-to-
higher order thinking in history.  Table 2 synthesizes these tendencies and offers what educators of 
history must do to effectively help them overcome these unhelpful patterns. 
 
Tendency of Novice in History What must be done instead to successfully 

engage in historical thinking and 
understanding 

Associate daily, personal experiences with 
interpretation of primary source materials1 

Gradually overcome intuitive but unhelpful 
epistemic beliefs 

Engaging in Presentism2 Resist the temptation to judge the past by present-
day personal, socio-cultural norms 

Treating historical primary sources as nothing but 
general ‘informational texts’3 

Learn to read, analyze, and think carefully such 
documents using historical-specific literacy 
practices 

Making wild generalizations4 Build defensible interpretations and 
understandings adhering to domain criteria 

Table 2: Novice Historical Thinking Tendencies to Overcome 
 

Having established a short list of key challenges for the history educator to overcome let us now 
move to the next logical step.  How can tech-enhanced pedagogical practice help the teacher overcome 
these?  Let us explore two free, readily available technology tools that can be integrated into any history 
classroom to use assessment for learning as a means to train students to move towards a fuller 
understanding of history and an improved practice of historical thinking. 
 
                                                
1 VanSledright (2015) offers an effective explanation for these epistemic intuitions in a discussion of how 
when students encounter the reality that primary sources may differ on a historical event, a common first 
assumption is to claim that one of the sources is lying. 
2 Presentism, as I am emphasizing here, is defined well by Lyn Hunt (2002) as: “the tendency to interpret 
the past in presentist terms” 
3 Thanks to Common Core and its ELA standards, many educators who are untrained in historiography 
now see history texts and interpretations as little more than the ‘informational texts’ as categorized by the 
set of standards.  This tends towards a generic view of interpretation and does not pay proper respect to 
the domain-specific skills for historical interpretation. 
4 Consider the all-too-common claim by some novice in a history presentation to conclude with ‘and that is 
why we are where we are today’ – such wild extrapolations of information are pulled from their historical 
context and, while may have some validity, these are wildly misleading. 



 
 
Tech Tools and Enhanced Assessment for Learning of History 

While there are many wonderful technology tools available this paper will explore just two.  The 
two tools are both free to use, incredibly easy to use, and directly provide opportunities to enhance 
instruction through intentional assessments for learning.  Each tool will briefly be described including 
provision of links and how it was utilized in this particular task for enhancing the learning of history with 
technology-infused assessment practices.   
 

The first tool to discuss is Nearpod, a web-based platform for taking your traditional slide show 
presentations and making them more engaging and interactive.  In order to use Nearpod, one needs to 
simply have a previously constructed slideshow and drag and drop it onto the screen or upload it by 
clicking and selecting the option for that.  Once the slides populates online you can then add ‘activity 
slides’ including open ended questions, polls, quizzes, draw-it slides, fill-in-the-blank, and memory 
slides.  Each activity has its own functions but for our purposes, the focus was on using open-ended, poll, 
and quiz slides.  Open-ended questions were typically used for students to explain their thinking – often 
to check prior knowledge, misconceptions, or to see if they could articulate a justification for an inference 
made.  Polls and quizzes were used frequently to check for understanding of foundational concepts and 
ideas before moving on. 
 

In order to capitalize on the power of formative feedback a teacher must act on the information 
obtained so this is where we must enrich the presentation beyond just including activity slides.  This type 
of formative assessment as described by Popham (2008) allows assessment-elicited evidence of students’ 
understanding to adjust ongoing instructional procedures.  At the end of your typical presentation include 
a group of remediation and enrichment slides so that you can act immediately on the data obtained in 
class to provide what is needed for the class.  Throughout delivery of the slideshow a key code is shared 
and anyone with a device connected with wifi can have their screen stay with the presentation as 
controlled by the teacher.  Additionally, the ‘activity slides’ appear as assessment items for students and 
report real-time responses and aggregations of scores for the teacher simultaneously. 
 

If students perform poorly on a quiz or provide written comments on an open-ended question 
illustrating common misconceptions or errors in thinking one could have a slide or two to immediately 
rectify those challenges.  If students perform very well, on the other hand, several slides with in-depth 
opportunities to enrich the learning experience should be included.  Figure 2 provides a screenshot of one 
example for how the collection of this data looks like.  Using that real-time data, the teacher can move the 
class to where they need to go rather than simply to where the teacher planned to cover.  In this way, the 
presentation is not just interactive through questioning and providing data of learning to the teacher but 
prepared to modify, literally moment-to-moment in the classroom to positively affect student learning. 
 



 
Figure 2: Nearpod Report of Question Data 
 

The next technology tool one could use for enhancing learning the classroom is EdPuzzle.  This 
website allows educators to take videos available online5 and embed questions directly into them.  The 
students who view the videos cannot see the entire video unless they reach each checkpoint and respond 
to the question embedded into it by the teacher.  The teacher can provide a link to the video shared 
through EdPuzzle’s teacher page and it will record student progress on completing the task and 
responding to the questions.  Figure 3 provides a snapshot of what the data looks like, and it is completed 
automatically so that it simply provides the teacher an overview of who watched the video and their 
corresponding performance on the embedded questions. 
 

 
Figure 3: EdPuzzles Progress Statistics 
 

                                                
5 A teacher could, of course, create their own free YouTube account and upload specifically-created 
videos to use with this feature as well.  That is one strategy used by the author frequently with great 
success.  Video creation is not discussed here but you need not spend a lot on Camtasia to make quick 
videos –capitalize on your cell phone, which these days have powerful video recording ability or freeware 
such as Jing or Expression Encoder to capture short screen presentations, which are very effective for 
online or flipped classrooms. 



Thus, a teacher could utilize EdPuzzle  to not only attempt to flip his or her classroom but to 
collect tangible evidence that students were actually ready to show up and engage in class thereby 
avoiding one major challenge of flipped classrooms because surprising as it may be, students don’t 
always complete homework!   

 
In constructing the assessment items for comprehension it is recommended that educators 

consider the full complexity of historical understanding.  While it is true that “history education is moving 
towards an emphasis on historical thinking and away from an emphasis on having students memorize a 
body of historical facts” (Brookhart, 2015, p. 185) it is equally true that developing students’ capacity to 
think ‘in time’ (Wilschut, 2009) requires competence in general historical knowledge.  As such, it is 
suggested that the items be developed in an intentionally-scaffolded way.  Essential foundational 
knowledge – the body of historical facts – must be checked early and reinforced through use of spaced-
practice.  Throughout these presentations from the focal point of its contribution to story of history in the 
particular classroom one could integrate weighted multiple-choice questions, single account interpretation 
essays, and other assessment items focused on procedural elements of history.6 
 
Conclusion 

From interactions with students in candid conversations, discussions with colleagues, and a 
general observation of student progress and engagement in delivery of these tech-enhanced assessment 
lessons it appears that this is a promising sample of readily available tools to improve the learning of 
history in the classroom.  Some make claims that the problem for learning history in present-day 
classrooms is rooted in a preponderance of mindless rote memorization (Pearcy & Duplass, 2011).  
However, this claim is in error as inflexible knowledge is an important element for learning (Willingham, 
2002) and educators can shift it from the feeling of rote through more intentional use of feedback in class 
to improve learning.  As said by Doug Reeves (2007), “assessment is a reflection of values… our 
assessment practices reflect our beliefs about the use of feedback to improve instruction” (p. 8).  
Integrating targeted technological products for the purposes of intentional assessing learning to inform 
instruction has the potential to transform instruction and experience in the history classroom. 

 
The primary problems we face in contemporary history classrooms are derived from poor 

assessment practices and failing to equip novices with the essential background knowledge before diving 
into various projects in the classroom.  As noted by Fischer (2011), when novice educators seek to create 
‘student-centered’ classrooms that promote active engagement they tend towards activities that are 
“intellectually vapid, devoid of historical content or an understanding of historical context” (p. 15).  But 
they all too often experience a poor training in teaching in the story of the past as well.  Through engaging 
students in such tech-enhanced assessment practices we will not only equip students for deeper 
investigations in their learning of history but we can improve preparation of future educators of history. 
 

History more often than not begins and ends with questions.  Like detectives, historians explore 
these questions acquiring evidence, filtering through its voices, corroborating and developing stories of 
the past that provide a coherence and meaning to the accounts of mankind.  It seems that educators of 
history ought to be more purposeful in engaging students in historical inquiry and that the strategies 
described herein using these technology tools offer a few ideas for how we can intentionally enhance the 
teaching and learning of historical thinking and understanding. 
 
  

                                                
6 Bruce VanSledright outlines the specifics of these various items, and others, in Assessing Historical 
Thinking & Understanding: Innovative Designs for New Standards.  It is a well worth your time to read as 
you explore means to diversify your development of historical assessment items. 
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