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“Changing Horses in Midstream”

Using Checks for Understanding to Adjust Course Mid-Lesson
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Checking for Understanding is essential to ensuring student mastery

of an objective.  Using appropriate checks for understanding will increase teacher effectiveness, thereby increasing student achievement. Ultimately, checking for understanding as a part of your daily lesson plan will save you time in the long run. It is definitely worth the 3-5 minutes to determine if you should re-teach immediately or further explain a concept.  Included in this packet are concrete strategies for checking for understanding that can be utilized in any subject area and modified for any age group. 

*************************************************************

Whole Group vs. Individual Assessment

When checking for understanding, it is important to have several strategies that give the teacher a quick pulse of the entire group or an individual. Checks for understanding should not take too much time in your lesson cycle, five minutes at the most.  Below are selected strategies for assessing whole group and individual comprehension of an objective. 

Whole Group Assessment

Four Corners

Whiteboards

Thumbs Up/Down

Entrance/Exit Tickets

Repeat Back

Signal Cards

Individual Assessment

Modified Four Corners

Popsicle Sticks

Whiteboards

Signal Cards

Direct Questioning

Entrance/Exit Tickets

Ziploc Surprise

Four Corners

Four corners is an appropriate strategy for whole group and individual assessment. Letters A through D are posted in the four corners of the classroom (see Appendix A).  The teacher asks students a question pertaining to the lesson and gives four answer choices.  At the teacher’s cue, students get up and move quickly to the corner of their answer choice.  This should take no more than 30 seconds. Once all students have selected a corner, the teacher may deepen the activity by asking one or more students to explain their answer choice.

· Pros:  Quick and easy whole group assessment that helps teacher quickly note whether reteaching is appropriate at that time.

· Cons:  Sometimes students will not make a choice until their peers do. In this case, it is difficult to determine if the student(s) truly understands or is just following the majority.  You can counteract this trend by asking students to explain their answer choice.

******************************************************************

Modified Four Corners

Another way to assess students individually is to use modified four corners.  Each student receives an envelope with four letters inside (A-D, see Appendix B). At the appropriate checkpoint, the teacher will ask a multiple choice question with four answer options. Students will select the appropriate letter and hold it up.  The teacher may opt to have only a few students do this exercise at a time, thereby giving a clear picture of who understands and who may need more reinforcement.

· Pros:  If movement in your classroom would create total chaos or is not practical, this is a way to keep students engaged while in their seats.
· Cons:  Again, some students will follow their peers. You can ask students to explain their answer choice for clarity.
Whiteboards

Whiteboards are always fun for kids. They enjoy the freedom to write in marker and compete with their classmates.  You will need: whiteboards, dry erase markers, and erasers.  The teacher asks students a question, students write their answers on the whiteboard, and hold it up.  This can be done in groups or as individuals.  In groups, designate a recorder to do the writing and hold up the board.  To assess the understanding of other group members, have one or more of them explain the answer.  Clear the boards and start again.  This is also a good strategy for review games.

· Pros:  Quick and simple assessment of understanding; engaging for students.

· Cons:  Some students will not participate because they do not know the answer or they will copy from their peer. Circumvent this by setting the rules ahead of time. No one is to look at anyone else’s whiteboard until you have your own answer up. All group members must have an answer on their whiteboard. This forces students to think for themselves, knowing they are being held accountable.

· Tips for cutting the expense: 
· You can purchase whiteboards from Target/Walmart, etc. However, a class set (30) can be expensive. I recommend going to Home Depot or Lowe’s and purchasing a sheet of whiteboard and having them cut it for you into even squares.  There is no extra cost for the cutting.
· You will also need dry erase markers and erasers. Purchase dry erase markers from dollar tree or have students purchase them as a part of their classroom supplies.  Erasers can be old t-shirts or some type of cotton cloth cut into squares. They work just as well! ( 
****************************************************************
Thumbs Up/Down

This strategy is a good way to check the pulse of the class. At an appropriate checkpoint, ask the class: “Thumbs up if you feel you have mastered this concept. Thumbs in the middle if you still have some questions. Thumbs down if you have no idea what is going on.” This give you a quick assessment of what you may need to explain further.

You can also employ this strategy with agree/disagree or true/false type questions. For example, ask students: “An integer can be positive or negative.” Thumbs up indicates true. Thumbs down indicates false.  For agree or disagree, you may ask one student a question. They give an answer and you poll the class: “Agree or disagree?”  Agree is thumbs up. Disagree is thumbs down.

· Pros: Very quick check for understanding. Easy to determine the pulse of an entire group.

· Cons:  This is not an appropriate assessment for individuals.
Entrance/Exit Tickets

These are probably the most “tried and true” checks for understanding.  On an entrance or exit ticket, you can have students work a problem, summarize the lesson for that day or the previous day, or ask a direct question about the lesson. Here are some examples:
1. Entrance Ticket:  Tell students the day before that in order to enter class tomorrow, they will need to recite the slope formula. (or whatever part of the objective you deem most important) Students will arrive at the door the next day, where you should be standing to greet them (. You will ask for the entrance ticket item. They will recite it. Encourage those that struggle and praise those that succeed. Allow students to enter the room.

2. Entrance Ticket: Hand students a slip when they enter the room. It can serve as the ‘Do Now’, which must be completed 2 minutes after the bell rings. Students are immediately engaged and working when they enter the room, thereby maximizing instructional time.

3. Exit Ticket: This can be a simple slip of paper handed out the last five minutes of class. Students complete it and hand to the teacher as their ticket out the door.

4. Exit Ticket: Whip Around: “Give me 2 things you learned today.” Students answer one at a time before leaving.

Examples can be found in Appendix B.
****************************************************************
Repeat Back

     This strategy can be used to assess whole group or individual understanding.  It’s a proven fact that the more you see, say, and write something, the more you internalize it.  Repeat back focuses on repetition of a concept(s). 

· Whole Group: Have students repeat after you a particular concept (vocabulary definition, rhyme, formula, etc). Do this until all students can repeat it in unison.

· Individual: Ask a student to repeat back to you what you have just said in their own words. If they give you the same material, they understand. If they cannot articulate it, review it again with them.

******************************************************************

Signal Cards

     Signal cards are easy to make. You will need three to four different colored index cards or pieces of construction paper. The cards may be blank or written on.  You determine what each color represents. For example, I use red, yellow, and green construction paper. At an appropriate checkpoint, I check the pulse of the class. Green means: “I’ve got it, let’s move on.” Yellow means: “Slow down, I’ve almost got it.” Red means: “Stop…I’m completely lost.”  This is a way to quickly check the level of understanding of the whole group.  
      Examples can be found in Appendix B.

Direct Questioning

Direct questioning is a clear way to assess an individual student’s understanding of a concept.  Sometimes, direct questioning can be intimidating…allow classmates to help out at your discretion.  Be sure to guide students who are struggling toward the correct answer. Push them to deepen their thinking when shallow answers are given.  Two creative ways to utilize direct questioning are popsicle sticks and ball toss.

· Popsicle Sticks:  You will need a bag of wooden popsicle sticks, plain or colored.  Hand each student a popsicle stick on which to write their name.  Collect all popsicle sticks and keep them in a cup that is easily accessible.  Ask a direct question pertaining to the lesson and choose a popsicle stick. The student whose name appears on the stick must answer the question. Allow students to ask for help or pass at your discretion.  To involve students in this process, you may allow one student to draw out the popsicle sticks without looking. You may also opt to have the student who answered last choose the next student’s popsicle stick.

· Ball Toss:  This is a fun way to do direct questioning.  You will need a small nerf or sponge ball (or other soft object). Ask a direct question and toss the ball to the student who will then answer.  If a student does not know they answer, they may ask for help or pass at your discretion.  You can have students toss the ball back to you or have them toss it to the next person to answer a question.  With good classroom management, this can be a great check for understanding. Be sure to set high expectations for behavior up front.

******************************************************************
Ziploc Surprise

Ziploc surprise is just what its name sounds like…a surprise in a Ziploc bag! (  You will need Ziploc freezer bags (any size) and index cards with preprinted instructions on them. You may begin this activity as students walk in the door or pass the Ziploc bag around at the appropriate time during the lesson. This is an excellent activity for building vocabulary and comprehension.

· On one side of the index card, write the vocabulary word. On the other side, write the directions. One card would say: Use this word in a sentence. Another card may say: Give the definition in your own words. Another would read: Give a synonym for this word. Finally, another may say: Give an example of how this word is used in everyday life.  You may choose as many different sets of directions for a given word as you wish.

· Each student receives one card and follows the directions on the back explicitly.  This is an excellent check for comprehension.

· Ways to deepen the activity: 1)  Use it as a game of clue between two partners. Each pair is given a Ziploc bag with 3-5 preprinted index cards. One partner will give the ‘clues’ by following the directions on the index cards. The other partner will deduce what the vocabulary word is based on the clues. 2)  Have pairs of students create their own clues for vocabulary words and exchange with another pair to see if they can guess the correct words.  

    Examples can be found in Appendix B.

Human Paragraph

The Human Paragraph is an excellent check for understanding that is incredibly versatile. It is best used for individual assessment, but can be used to assess a group of students.  Human Paragraph can serve as a warm up to recap the previous day’s lesson. It can be used as a closing to summarize the current day’s lesson. It can even be used in the middle of a lesson for a quick check for understanding. It requires no props, only five volunteers.

1. Call for five brave volunteers to line up in front of the room from left to right. This is the direction we read in.

2. The first person in the line is the ‘main idea’.  This person will give a broad general statement of what the lesson was about.

3. The second, third, and fourth persons are ‘details’.  They will each give a brief statement to elaborate upon the main idea. They should give DIFFERENT statements as we do not repeat sentences in a paragraph.

4. The fifth person is the ‘conclusion’.  This person makes a statement that summarizes everything that persons 2-4 said and restates the main idea in different words.

Push students to give detailed sentences as opposed to general statements. This activity can be increased in difficulty by: a) adding more people to the paragraph; b) having each student give more than one statement for their assigned part…becoming more of an essay than paragraph; c)switch the students up and have them repeat the paragraph they just did with newly assigned roles.

******************************************************************************

Appendix A:

Four Corners Letters

A
B

C

D

Appendix B:

Templates for Strategies
Modified Four Corners

Entrance/Exit Tickets

Signal Cards

Ziploc Surprise
Use the following template to copy, laminate, and cut out letters A-D for modified four corners.

	A
	B

	C
	D


Here are some examples of entrance and exit tickets I have used with my math students. You can modify them to fit your own students.

	Exit Ticket

1) Define surface area: _______________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2) Draw a picture of a rectangular prism, label the side with measures of your choice. Calculate the surface area of your prism.



	Entrance Ticket

List the five steps to solving a system of equations by linear combination.

1. ______________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________

4. ______________________________________________

5. ______________________________________________



	Entrance Ticket

“Math Lingo Poetry”

Draw a Math Lingo word out of the bag. Find a partner and create a short poem about your two words that clearly captures the meaning of the two words.

 

	Exit Ticket

Today we learned about points, lines, and planes. Give an example of where you see each of these terms in everyday life. Illustrate your answers.




Below are sample signal cards. Remember you can use any color index cards or construction paper you wish. I recommend laminating them and placing them in envelopes for the students.

	Red Card:

“Stop, I have no idea 

what’s going on!”



	Yellow Card:

“Slow down, I’ve almost got it. I need more practice.”



	Green Card:

“I’ve got it!  

Let’s move on!”




Below are sample Ziploc surprise cards. 

Side 1 is on the left and side 2 is on the right.

                      Side 1                                                                Side 2

	Slope


	Use this word in a sentence so that the meaning is clear to your partner.

	Slope


	Say the formula for this word.

	Slope


	Give a real world example of this word.


[image: image2.png]1. THE MAJORITY OF STUDENTS DO NOT YET GRASP THE MATERIAL.

'STOP EVERYTHING AND EXPLAIN INSTRUCTIONS AGAIN, AND DON'T!
COMMENCE PRACTICE UNTIL STUDENTS DEMONSTRATE UNDERSTANDING OF
THE INSTRUCTIONS,

‘STEP BACK AND RE-INTRODUCE NEW MATERIAL DIFFERENTLY,

BE CLEAR AND ENGAGING (E-1),

CHECK STUDENT UNDERSTANDING (E-3).

'STUDENTS MAY GENERALLY UNDERSTAND THE NEW MATERIAL, BUT SIMPLY
NEED MORE PRACTICE. IF S0, PROVIDE STUDENTS WITH MORE
OPPORTUNITIES FOR GUIDED AND THEN INDEPENDENT PRACTICE,




[image: image3.png]2. SOME STUDENTS GRASP THE MATERIAL; OTHERS DON'T.

CONSIDER SEPARATING STUDENTS INTO GROUPS BY MASTERY.
IF MAJORITY OF STUDENTS UNDERSTAND THE OBJECTIVE, BUT A FEW
STUDENTS DO NOT, ARRANGE A TIME BEFORE/AFTER SCHOOL TO WORK
INDIVIDUALLY WITH THE SMALL GROUP.

'HETEROGENEOUSLY GROUP STUDENTS,

WHEN A FEW STUDENTS PERFORM POORLY DURING GUIDED/INDEPENDENT
LEARNING (NOT RESULT OF POORLY DESIGNED SESSION), YOU MAY NEED T0
'DEVELOP SPECIFIC INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES TO RE-TEACH THOSE.
STUDENTS SEPARATELY.




[image: image4.png]3. YOU'VE REACHED THE END OF GUIDED PRACTICE AND STUDENTS STILL
DON'T GETIT.

EXTEND YOUR GUIDED PRACTICE IF STUDENTS STILL NEED SUPPORT; NO

NEED TO RUSH.
CRITICAL PHASE OF “SHAPING” STUDENTS’ COMPREHENSION OF CONCEPTS.

IF ADDITIONAL PRACTICE WILL NOT SUFFICE TO CLEAR UP STUDENT
MISUNDERSTANDING, CONSIDER RE-TEACHING THE MATERIAL.




[image: image5.png]Identify |Determine Respond

the the Cause |Appropriately
Problem

4. YOU'RE RUNNING OUT OF TIME,

DON'T PRESS ON. IT IS BETTER T0 KNOW THAT YOUR CLASS HAS MADE.
MEASURABLE PROGRESS TOWARD A LESS RIGOROUS OBJECTIVE THAN.
RUSHING TO FINISH, SIMPLE TO COVER MATERIAL,

ADJUST PLANNED OBJECTIVE FOR NEXT DAY'S LESSON, GIVEN THAT YOU DID
NOT MEET YOUR ORIGINAL GOAL.





[image: image6.png]Identify |Determine Respond

the the Cause |Appropriately

Problem
5. YOU STILL HAVE TIME LEFT.

UTILIZE BLOOMS TAXONOMY (KCAASE); CHALLENGE STUDENTS AND ASK
MORE COMPLEX QUESTIONS.

EXTEND PRACTICE SESSION TO INCLUDE REVIEW OF PREVIOUS LESSON
OBJECTIVES.

PROCEED TO THE NEXT OBJECTIVE IN YOUR SEQUENCE.





[image: image7.png]What: Breaking down a question into
‘more basic, lower-order questions
When: If students struggle with or
‘misunderstand a question.

Why: To determine the cause of the
misunderstanding and support students
in reaching correct answer/
understanding.

Esamples:
What is Dean Moriarty's
personality?

Who is Dean? Where does he live?
What is 9 x 87

What is 9 17 9.x 22

What is the physical change that
oceurs when water boils?

What are the kinds of different states of
‘water?

What: Building on a question with more
complex question that require higher-
order thinking.

When: If students give correct answers.
Why: To check the extent of student
understanding - verifying their
understanding and pushing their
thinking.

Esamples:
‘How might the story have been different
if Dean didn't steal cars?

Why? When might you need to know
this? What else makes 72!

What other physical changes can water
go through? What is happening to the
water molecules here?




