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Abstract: Dynamic assessment refers to an assessment, by an active teaching pro-
cess, of a child’s perception, learning, thinking, and problem solving. The process is 

aimed at modifying an individual’s cognitive functioning and observing subsequent 

changes in learning and problem-solving patterns within the testing situation (Tzuriel, 
2001). Dynamic assessment (DA) has been motivated by the inadequacy of conventional 

static tests to provide accurate information about the individual's learning ability, spe-

cific deficient functions, change processes, and mediational strategies that are respon-
sible for cognitive modifiability. The need to develop DA tests have emerged because of 

criticism on static standardized tests. The main criticism on standardized static tests can 

be summarized in the following. 

Main Criticism on Static Tests 

Standardized static tests are bias towards minority groups and chil-

dren with special needs. Children who come from low socioeconomic 

status families do not have adequate learning opportunities or efficient 

mediation within the family and therefore fail in academic perform-

ance or in standard tests. Their failure does not reflect lack of intellec-

tual ability but rather lack of learning strategies, learning habits, and 

motivation to master cognitive tasks.   

Static tests are characterized by selective administration proce-

dures and selective interpretation of results among high-risk children. 

In other words, more strict procedures and stricter interpretation of 

results are used with children coming from low SES families or chil-

dren with special needs than with children coming from high SES 

families or children with no special needs. Motivational, emotional, 

and personality factors are not well taken in static tests. Research lit-

erature and teaching experience shows that the motivational, emo-

tional and personality factors are no less important than the "pure" 

cognitive factors. Unfortunately these factors are not given the proper 

attention in static tests or even totally neglected. Static tests lack in-

formation on learning and meta-cognitive processes. Those processes 
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are of most importance in explaining the child's learning in the class-

room and academic achievements. Teachers are interested in getting 

information on learning processes more than information on the rela-

tive standing of the student in comparison with peers. Very frequently 

static tests provide inadequate recommendations on remediation 

processes, specific interventions strategies, and prescriptive teaching. 

Many times there is a "communication gap" between teachers and 

psychologists. It is common to find that teachers do not understand 

the static test's terminology and how to translate it to actual day to day 

teaching. It is common also to find that psychologists do not have an 

experience with learning processes and cannot give specific recom-

mendations to teachers as to how exactly teach the child with learning 

difficulties. In order to understand deeply how DA is used and how it 

can help children with learning difficulties we must understand the 

goals of DA. These goals are explained in the following: 

Goals of Dynamic Assessment 

The first goal is to examine the capacity of the child to grasp the 

principle underlying an initial problem presented to the child and 

solve it correctly. This goal is very similar to the static test's goal, al-

though in DA the focus is on the specific deficient functions that ex-

plain the child's performance.   

The second goal is to examine the nature and amount of invest-

ment required in order to teach the child the given principle. The ex-

aminer evaluates how much mediation and what type of mediation is 

required in order to teach the child. This is important in order to rec-

ommend later what type of mediation is required in the future and 

what is the intensity of mediation the child needs.  

The third goal is to examine the extent to which the newly acquired 

principle is successfully applied in solving problems that become pro-

gressively more complex than the initial task. This goal is related to the 

level of internalization of learning and the amount of transfer the 

child's show in problem solving.  

The fourth goal is to examine the differential preference of the child 

for one or another modality of presentation of the problem (i.e., picto-

rial, linguistic, numerical). Understanding of the modality preference 

may help teachers in the future in designing intervention strategies 



DYNAMIC ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING POTENTIAL: A NEW PARADIGM   |  9 

 

 

and techniques.   

The fifth goal is to examine the differential effects of different train-

ing strategies given to the child to improve his/her functioning. It is 

important to understand what type of mediation is more effective es-

pecially in relation to the type of task that is given. The effects are 

measured by using the criteria of task level of novelty, level of com-

plexity, language of presentation, and types of operation (i.e., analogy, 

syllogism, spatial orientation). 

Major Differences Between Dynamic Assessment  

and Standardized Testing 

The major differences between static and DA can be summarized in 

the following points: (a) Goals of Testing, (b) Change in Nature of the 

Tasks, (c) Change in Test Situation, (d) Change of Focus: From End 

Products to Process Orientation, (e) Change in Interpretation of Re-

sults. These differences are compared in detail in Table 1. 

Dimensions of 

comparison 
Dynamic Assessment Standardized Testing 

Goals of  

testing 

• Assessment of change 
• Assessment of mediation 

• Assessment of deficient        

cognitive functions 
• Assessment of 

Non-intellective factors 

• Evaluation of static 
performance 

• Comparison with peers 

• Prediction of future 
success 

Orientation 

• Processes of learning 

• Meta-cognitive processes 
• Understanding of mistakes 

• End products (static) 

• Objective scores 
• Profile of scores 

Context of test-

ing 

• Dynamic, open, interactive  

• Guidance, help, and feedback 
• Feelings of competence 

• Parents and teachers can 

observe 

• Standardized 

• Structured 
• Formal 

• Parents and teachers are 

not allowed to observe 

Interpretation 

of results 

• Subjective (mainly) 

• Peak performance 

• Cognitive modifiability 
• Deficient cognitive functions 

• Response to mediation 

• Objective (mainly) 

• Average performance 

Nature of tasks 

• Constructed for learning 

• Graduated for teaching 
• Guarantee for success 

• Based on psychometric 

properties 
• Termination after failures 

Table 1. Major Differences Between DA  

and Standardized Testing 
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Who Needs Dynamic Assessment and When to Use it? 

One of the frequent questions asked by psychologists, educators 

and parents is who needs DA and when to use it? Based on clinical ex-

perience I can say that we need a DA approach in the following condi-

tions: 

When standardized tests yield low scores 

When standardized tests hover around margins of adequate 

cognitive functioning 

When there are discrepancies between the child’s aptitude and 

performance 

When the child comes from a low SES, or culturally different 

background, or is linguistically different  

When the child shows some emotional disturbance, personality 

disorder, or learning disability  

Mediated Learning Experience (MLE) Theory 

The major theory that guides my approach is the Mediated Learning 

Experience (MLE) theory developed by Feuerstein (Feuerstein, Rand, & 

Hoffman, 1979). Mediated learning experience is defined as an interac-

tional process, in which parents, substitute adults, or peers, interpose 

themselves between a set of stimuli and the learner, and modify the 

stimuli for the developing child (Tzuriel, 2001). The MLE model (S – h – 

O – h – R) includes the mediator (h) who interposes him- or herself be-

tween the world of stimuli (S) and the child (O) as well as between the 

child (O) and his/her own response (R). In mediating the stimuli to the 

child, the adult may use different strategies such as alerting the child’s 

attention: changing the frequency, order, and intensity of presented 

stimuli, relating them to familiar contexts, giving them meaning (e.g., 

"how beautiful is this flower"), and transcending the concrete aspects 

of the situation (i.e., “ this type of flower grows in the spring time”). 

The O represents also the elaboration processes of the child after regis-

tering the information. The mediator is responsible also to mediate to 

the child how to convey the response and express it correctly. Many 

children who register well the information and even elaborate it effi-

ciently have problems in expressing the product to the external world 

and need mediation how to do effectively. In a DA context (Haywood & 
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Tzuriel, 1992) the examiner mediates the rules and strategies for solv-

ing a specific problem and assesses the level of internalization of these 

rules and strategies to other problems of increased level of complexity, 

novelty, and abstraction. The mediator relates also to motivational as-

pects by arousing the child’s curiosity, vigilance, and challenge. From a 

cognitive perspective, the mediator tries to improve and/or create in 

the child the cognitive functions required for temporal, spatial, and 

cause-effect relationships. The MLE processes are gradually internal-

ized by the child and become an integrated mechanism of change 

within the child. Adequate MLE interactions facilitate the development 

of various cognitive functions, learning set, mental operations, strate-

gies, reflective thinking, and need systems. The acquired and internal-

ized MLE processes allow developing children to later use them inde-

pendently, to benefit from learning experiences, to self-mediate in new 

learning situations, and to modify their own cognitive system. The 

MLE strategies given within test situations help examiners to facilitate 

children’s learning processes, identify deficient cognitive functions, 

and give specified recommendations for development of cognitive 

structures. 

Major Strategies of Mediation in Dynamic Assessment 

1. Improvement of (deficient) cognitive functions. The examiner 

should know how to identify the cognitive functions required for solu-

tion of a problem in the test and the mediation needed to improve the 

deficient cognitive functions. 

 

2. Preparing the child for complex tasks by establishing pre-

required thinking behaviors. Establishing pre-required thinking be-

haviors is carried out often by using mediation for transcendence and 

for self-regulation. Adequate initial investment in preparing the child 

brings about reduction of mediation efforts in later more abstract and 

complex problems. It is common to find children who solve difficult 

advanced problems much easier than the initial easy problems. Me-

diation of rules and principles (transcendence) has a motivational as-

pect as the child becomes independent of the examiner’s mediation, 

and enhances the child’s sense of self-control. Mediation for self-regu-

lation is carried out by focusing on systematic sequencing processes 
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especially in complex problems requiring an analytic approach. The 

examiner might ask the child to repeat the process of solution in order 

to crystallize the order of solution and to acquire feelings of mastery 

and efficiency. 

 

3. Self-regulation by planning and organization of the solution. 

One of the most frequent deficiencies among low functioning children 

is impulsivity. Inhibition of impulsivity is done many times by decreas-

ing the importance of time for performance. This is carried out by in-

tentional delay of the child’s response, longer exposure to the prob-

lem, systematic planning of the solution alternatives, verbalization of 

the problem, representation of the solution before pointing to the cor-

rect answer, and metacognitive analysis of the impulsive behavior. An 

efficient way of coping with impulsivity is by enriching the child’s cog-

nitive repertoire with thinking operations, comparative behavior, ver-

bal tools, and hypothesis- testing techniques. 

 

4. Enhancement of reflective, insightful, and analytic processes. 

Enhancement of reflective, insightful, and analytic processes is carried 

out by focusing the child on the relation between his or her own think-

ing processes and the consequential cognitive performance. The focus 

is not on the end product but rather on the thinking process in the 

context of the required operations, type of task, and situation. Creation 

of insight is important for generalization and transfer of learning. It 

can be done by a dialogue with the child before solving the problem 

(“What should we look at before we will start to solve this problem?”) 

or after the solution (“Why did you succeed in solving the problem that 

was so difficult for you to solve before?”). The most efficient way of en-

hancing reflective processes is by presenting the child with conflicts, 

incongruent information, intentional ambiguity, and absurd situa-

tions, which will bring about a need to close the cognitive gaps.  

 

5. Teaching of specific contents that are related to the task-specific 

context. Teaching of specific contents (concepts, terms, relations) is 

not for the sake of language enrichment but for further use in prob-

lem-solving tasks. For example, the use of the terms   up, down, verti-

cal, horizontal, diagonal, similar, opposite, and different is necessary 

for performing the mental operation. The examiner can deviate for a 
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short time from the task to teach and establish missing concepts and 

return later to the task to assess the performance efficiency and use of 

the newly acquired concepts. 

 

6. Feedback on success or failure in the learning process. The 

feedback given, which is one of the cornerstones in DA, is mutual—

from the child and the examiner sides. It is especially important with 

low performing children who are limited in their skills for giving feed-

back to themselves. This limitation is related to difficulties in self-

correction and comparison of findings not only because of lack of 

knowledge and verbal tools of the children, but also because of lack of 

orientation to make comparisons. Many tests are based on the as-

sumption that trial-and-error behaviors will eventually bring the child 

to learn the correct answer. This assumption is wrong with regard to 

low functioning children who are characterized by episodic grasp of 

reality. These children do not relate between their behavior and its 

consequences. A trial-and-error behavior blocks their learning rather 

than facilitates it. The importance of feedback in DA derives from the 

examiner's ability to focus the child on the relation between behavior 

and consequence. The feedback is given not only on wrong answers 

but also on correct or partially correct answers, in order to teach self-

correction. The goal of the feedback is beyond teaching the child a 

specific response. The aim is to teach insight, lawfulness, and meaning 

in relation to both cognitive and emotional—motivational aspects. 

 

7. Development of basic communication skills and adequate re-

sponse style. The mediation here is aimed at changing the child's re-

sponse style so that problem solution will find a proper and efficient 

external expression. The examiner teaches the child how to communi-

cate efficiently by the use of clear and accepted terms and avoiding 

egocentric communication. The examiner also teaches the child how 

to communicate precisely, how to justify the answer using logical ar-

guments, and use verbal "codes" of expression and abstract high-order 

concepts rather than body gestures and facial expressions. It should be 

emphasized that previous communication style is not taken away be-

fore establishing new response styles. 
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Criticism on Dynamic Assessment 

Dynamic assessment was criticized sometimes as a subjective ap-

proach. In the following I summarize the main points of criticism. 

DA takes more time to administer than static testing.  

DA requires more skill, better training, more experience, and 

greater effort than static testing. The professional skill necessary to 

do DA effectively is not currently taught in typical graduate psy-

chology programs, so practitioners must be trained in intensive 

workshops long after they have been indoctrinated in the "laws" of 

static, normative testing (Haywood & Tzuriel, 2002). Even with ex-

cellent training, DA examiners must exercise considerable subjec-

tive judgment in determining (a) what cognitive functions are defi-

cient and require mediation, (b) what kinds of mediation to dis-

pense, (c) when further mediation is not needed, and (d) how to in-

terpret the difference between pre-mediation and post-mediation 

performance. Thus, inter-examiner agreement is essential.  This as-

pect has been studied to some extent (e.g., Tzuriel & Samuels, 

2000), but not yet sufficiently. 

The extent to which cognitive modifiability is generalized across 

domains (i.e., analogical, numerical) needs further investigation. 

Establishing Reliability and Validation of DA is much more 

complex than validation of static testing because it has a broader 

scope of goals. The question of reliability is a pressing one, espe-

cially so given that one sets out deliberately to change the very 

characteristics that are being assessed.  At least a partial solution is 

to insist on very high reliability of the tasks used in DA when they 

are given in a static mode, i.e., without interpolated mediation.  An-

other persistent problem is how to establish the validity of DA. Ide-

ally, one would use both static testing and DA with one group of 

children and static, normative ability tests with another group.  The 

essential requirement would be that a subgroup of the DA children 

would have to be given educational experiences that reflected the 

within-test mediation that helped them to achieve higher perform-

ance in DA.  The expectation would be that static tests would pre-

dict quite well the school achievement of both the static testing 

group and that subsample of the DA group that did not get cogni-

tive educational followup. Static tests should predict less well the 
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achievement of the DA-cognitive education group; in fact, the 

negative predictions made for that group should be defeated to a 

significant degree (Haywood & Tzuriel, 2002). 

The literature is replete with evidence showing a strong relation 

between IQ and school achievement (r =.71). The question there-

fore is why applying a DA approach if so much of the variance in 

school learning is explained by standardized testing? 

The last point means that nearly 50% of the variance in learning 

outcomes for students can be explained by differences in psychomet-

ric IQ. My answer to the last point is by asking three extremely impor-

tant questions:  

 

(1) What causes the other 50% of achievement variance?  

(2) When IQ predicts low achievement, what is necessary to defeat 

that prediction?  

(3)What factors influencing the unexplained variance can help to 

defeat the prediction in the explained variance?  

Why DA is not Applied on a Larger Scale?  

One might well ask why, if DA is so rich and rewarding, it is not 

more widely applied? Here are some possible answers: 

One apparent reason is that it is not taught in graduate school-

yet.   

School psychologists often have "client quotas" to fill, and DA is 

far more time-consuming that is static testing, so their supervisors 

do not permit it.   

The schools personnel who ultimately receive the psychologists' 

reports typically do not expect DA and do not yet know how to in-

terpret the data or the recommendations, and psychologists have 

not been good enough about helping them on that score.   

There is a certain inertia inherent in our satisfaction with being 

able to do what we already know how to do, and to do it exception-

ally well.  Even so, as we have observed before, "what is not worth 

doing is not worth doing well!" 
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