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After working collaboratively to use formative assessment practices in our respective math, English, social studies, and 

resource classrooms, we found that the quality of our students' work improved dramatically, bringing alive for us the 

findings of large-scale research (Black & Wiliam, 1998) that has found formative assessment is one of the most 

powerful methods for enhancing achievement across the disciplines. 

Moreover, formative assessment cost us nothing financially in additional supplies, was implemented at our own 

individual paces, and redistributed rather than increased our workload. Because formative assessment practices ask us 

to build on and enhance what we already know about good teaching, it was substantially easier and more enjoyable to 

implement than other teaching initiatives. 

By formative assessment, we refer to using student work (or data) to inform our teaching, rather than as a way to assign 

grades and evaluate and sum up learning, as summative assessment does. Basically, we used information regularly 

gained from students' work to determine what to teach and how to teach it, as well as to encourage students to evaluate 

their own work and use information gained from these efforts to set goals and take steps toward improving their work. 

We have identified four important steps for using formative assessment. We have learned through experience to coach 

our students to 

 Identify what they need to learn. 

 Self-assess. 

 Set goals. 

 Plan for the next steps to take. 

It has been established that students thrive with these practices (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Often, however, students have 

not been able to receive this kind of instruction (Black et al., 2005). Therefore, our goal in our use of formative 

assessment is to coach students to use these strategies independently so that they can transfer them to other learning 

environments. Instead of simply receiving instruction, students can learn how to use these practices to self-direct their 

learning, thus maximizing their learning in future classes or other life experiences. 

 

Coach Students to Identify What They Need to Learn 

We coach students to ask themselves before each unit, "What am I expected to learn here?" as we give them strategies 

to infer learning targets independently. In an ideal environment, the teacher clearly communicates the learning targets of 

a unit. However, when this is not the case, students can be taught to look for simple cues embedded in the school's 

hidden curriculum (the regular practices that are not made explicit by the teacher, such as the fact that a new unit will 

immediately follow the previous unit's final assessment). Some examples of strategies students can use to uncover a 

new unit's targets from various disciplines include the following: 

 Looking ahead to the end-of-unit review (all subjects). 

 Looking at sample questions from a summary or review section of the textbook (math and science). 

 Using the text's end-of-unit, initial-guiding, essential or enduring-understanding questions (science and social 

studies). 

 Inferring themes, major understanding, or commonalities in primary sources (social studies). 

 Previewing headings from texts to elicit questions or activate prior knowledge (social studies). 

 Finding and analyzing what is "good" in exemplary writing (excellent models are available 

atnces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/itmrls) (English). 

The Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) model is an example of a teaching strategy that draws heavily on 

formative assessment practices. Students analyze model papers, infer the traits that make some of these papers high-

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/itmrls


quality, and then use these discovered traits as a means for self-assessment and improving writing. SRSD has been 

found to be the most powerful way to improve writing quality (Graham, 2007). For example, during a unit on folktales, 

after analyzing good models, students in one of our classes generated the following list of traits that should be included 

in a good folktale. Those who needed assistance in remembering to use them all created the whimsical 

mnemonic, chidivit-f, to memorize them (see Figure 1). Such mnemonics, a formative assessment practice, are central 

to successful writing models such as Self-Regulated Strategy Development. 

  

Figure 1. CHID2 

IV2IT3-F: Folktales Story Criteria 

Story date:         

Culture         

Hyperbole         

Images         

Disguise         

Dialogue         

Vocabulary         

Variety         

Transitions         

Treasure         

Tricks         

Frame         

Total points:         

 

Structured Self-Assessment 

When students can determine for themselves what they already know of the material they are expected to learn, it 

powerfully enhances their own learning by giving them the responsibility of tracking and monitoring their own 

understanding. Students should learn how to find or create pretests that represent the information that they have 

identified that they need to learn or rubrics (based on exemplary writing samples). They should develop the habit of 

doing this in case future teachers don't ask it of them. It is critical that they self-score them. Research has shown that 

self-scoring results in dramatic improvements, while peer scoring does not result in the same improvements (Hattie & 

Timperly, 2007). In addition, self-scoring saves teachers time. 

For example, in the folktale unit mentioned earlier, students wrote a practice draft of a folktale first and then self-scored 

their work. Students checked off each element in the chart (if included in the story) and then later scored each element 

again in the chart on a scale of 1 to 3, using quality rubrics that they had created from model stories. Because they self-

scored it, students received immediate feedback on their story. This enabled them to make a decision on which aspects 

of their story needed to be strengthened. Students could then generate various strategies to improve their stories, 

including reading stories aloud, getting feedback from peers, or even taking a walk and returning with a new idea. 

We have used self-scoring effectively in the math classroom as well, having students score their own work with self-

checking strategies. For example, when solving multistep equations, they can check off whether they did each step 

correctly, and if not, use a checklist of required steps needed to solve the problem accurately, to make a note of exactly 

where they made an error. 

It is important that the continuous feedback gained from self-assessment should not only inform the student of what he 

or she does not yet understand, but also encourage the student to celebrate what has improved in each successive 

attempt, and be task-specific enough to lead naturally into the next steps to further the student's gains. 

 



Setting Goals 

It is only helpful for students to know where they are and where they're going if they know what specifically they will 

need to do to get there. Students need to set goals and have a plan so that they know how to focus their time and 

attention in order to reach their destination. When we use self-assessments to provide specific feedback to students 

about how to improve, rather than as comparative evaluations, learning becomes more intentional and focused on the 

part of the student (Moss & Brookhart, 2009). 

After receiving a B- on a history paper with no comment on how he could improve, one student felt dejected and 

passive. In contrast, when another one of our students self-scored a story with chidivit-f, it became clear to her that her 

story lacked well-developed characters, as she had high scores in all other areas of her self-assessment. By self-

scoring, the student knew exactly how to improve her story and was motivated to do so. She reviewed a model story 

that had particularly well-developed characters so that she could better analyze what literary technique the author had 

used. She found patterns in the dialogue that provided the character with a unique voice and she was able to try this out 

in one of her own stories. In an authentic and organic way, the feedback energized her and directed her to reach her 

self-discovered goals, as observed in Moss and Brookhart (2009). 

Formative assessments continuously help students set and evaluate goals. When these assessments are used 

regularly, students engage in setting goals at the beginning, middle, and end of tasks. Goals help students structure 

their efforts by helping them focus on the components that are important to the assignment, tracking their progress 

throughout, and serving as a motivator (Schunk, 1990). Ideally, students should be coached to set goals that are 

quantifiable, relevant to the task, and attainable within a short time period. When one of our students set narrative 

writing goals in a special education pull-out class, we found his stories included more relevant elements, more details, a 

stronger theme, fewer mechanical errors, and a greater awareness of the purpose of the assignment (Patel & Laud, 

2009). 

 

Determining Next Steps 

In addition to setting goals, students also need concrete strategies they can use to successfully work toward those 

goals. In the formative assessment model, students iteratively determine which next steps they need to take through 

inferring and clarifying targets, self-assessing, and pursuing goals. By iteratively, we mean that students make many 

successive attempts to reach targets, self-assess each attempt, and use the feedback to take additional steps 

necessary to improve. Although this sounds labor-intensive, we found that when students take the lead in correcting 

their own work and analyzing its patterns and shortcomings, they not only engage in beneficial deep processing, but 

they also take the onus of this work off teachers' shoulders and free us up to fine-tune the process. 

Teachers can initially scaffold the process of how students use feedback data to drive learning decisions by using charts 

such as those shown in this article. Yet the leadership baton should again be passed to students so that they will 

engage in this process habitually, without always depending on such charts. In this way, they are more likely to transfer 

the skills of identifying targets and using frequent self-assessment to determine next steps for achieving them in their 

future classes or life experience. 

In a recent departmental meeting, one of us exuberantly shared how using formative assessment resulted in test scores 

increasing in comparison with prior years, even for borderline students who might otherwise have been referred for 

special services. We also found that students were spontaneously using strategies taught in our classes in their other 

classes also. The skills of the students in resource room classes increased so much that more were considered for 

mainstreaming than in prior years. For us, it has been a joy to empower our students so that they can maximize their 

learning in our classes, and to provide them with the tools to continue to do so. 
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