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ASSESSING “IMPERFECT” CONCEPTIONS
HUBERT DYAS!

e

A VIEW OF ELEMENTARY SCHOOL SCIENCE

Assessment of children’s progress in elementary science is embedded in an
educational approach and serves clear purposes. In this article I shall describe
my preferred approach to elementary science learning and outline what I
think are appropriate data for assessment,

Children achicve a beiter understanding of the world by continually build-
ing and reinterpreting their direct knowledge. Their conceptions’of the world
undergo change as they grow and gain more dircct experience with the physi-
cal world and with the world of symbols and ideas. Conceptual imperfection
and continual refinement are, therefore, part and parcel of elementary school
science learning. At the City College Workshop Center in New York, we view
children’s leaming of elementary school science as encompassing content and
approach. The content is found in common materials and phenomena that we .
encounter, and the approach is inquiry built around making meaning from
observations and experience. _

Direct experience with phenomena of the world connects the content of
elementary science with children’s experiences and observations outside the
classtoom. This connection reconfirms that science is a continuing search for
underlying commonalities in apparénily disparate phenomena, and an intense
engagement with things that atouse our curiosity. :

In an illustration of this approach, Jos Elsgeest (1969), a Dutch science
educator who worked for many years in African science education, engaged
African children studying the larval stage of the ant lion, an insect that resem-
bles a dragonfly. The children’s curiosity had led them to wonder about

An eatlier version of this afticle appears in Hein, Rd. (1990). The Assessiment of Hands-On Fle-
mentary Science Programs. NDSG, August, pp. 248-262.
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ings. I have also implied that science inquiry requires a considerable density of
often repeated experience over long periods of time. I view one major pur-
pose of assessment as support for quality instruction in science inquiry. The
examples of children's waork indicate that children are capable of conducting
inquiries into nature, but are still developing “imperfect” conceptions by adult
scientific standards. Through children's work, one gains insight into their
developing art, skill, and knowledge of doing science. I am calling, therefore,
for assessment that portrays children’'s continuing development in science
inquiry through appropriate, practical, concrete investigative activities, and
children's capacity 1o communicate their understanding by the questions they
raise ahout nature, by the observations they choose to make, and through the
symbols they devise. The willingness te document such data will not come
about until it is accepted that elementary school children’s inquiries are valu-
gble starting and continning poinis for science inquiry instruction, and that
teachers can play a large role in assessment activities.
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