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To Assess Knowledge, Use Checks  

for Understanding

Checks for understanding are quick formative assessments that teachers use daily 

in class to gauge student performance on specific pieces of academic content. 

They are especially useful for ensuring that students understand declarative 

knowledge before moving on to the development of skills and the understanding 

of big ideas in the curriculum. Examine the list of checks for understanding to 

gather examples that teachers can use to help set academic goals for students.

USING CHECKS FOR UNDERSTANDING TO ASSESS KNOWLEDGE 

The Goal: The teacher knows how well every student is doing, and every student 

knows how well he or she is doing.

Assessment Description

exit tickets

Exit tickets are short tasks students hand in at the end of class. 

Exit tickets are usually completed on small pieces or paper or index 

cards and may include a writing assignment, a short quiz, or a single 

question. 

white boArDs

With white boards, teachers ask all students to answer a question on 

their individual white board, then hold up them up at the same time. 

Teachers can then lead a clarifying discussion if there are conflicting 

answers. 

response cArDs

Response cards include index cards with a “yes” on one side and a 

“no” on the other side, or cards with the colors red, yellow, and green 

on them. Teachers ask students to answer a question by holding 

up the appropriate card for their answer at the same time as their 

classmates. 

clickers

Various companies sell electronic devices that enable students 

to respond to questions and send their responses directly to a 

teacher’s computer or tablet. Using such tools, teachers can see 

immediately which students answered correctly and incorrectly, 

and tallies of answers can be displayed via a projector or 

SmartBoard. 
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thumbs up, 

thumbs Down, 

thumbs wiggly

The teacher asks students to communicate their responses to 

questions through their thumbs. Holding their thumbs up means 

they agree/understand, holding their thumbs down means they 

don’t understand/agree, and holding their thumbs horizontally and 

wiggling means they’re not sure if they understand/agree. 

turn-to-your-

neighbor

After students complete a learning task, teachers can ask them to 

compare their answer or idea with a neighboring student to see 

if they have the same answer. If yes, students give the teacher a 

“thumbs up.” If no, students give the teacher a “thumbs down.” 

hot potAto Ask a student a question to test his or her understanding of content. 

If the student gets the answer right, then he gets to ask another 

question that tests another student’s understanding. The student 

asking the question must know the answer so that he or she can 

confirm whether or not the new student gets the correct answer. 

Sometimes teachers let students pick who will answer the question; 

at other times, teachers pick who will answer the question. 

soccer, hockey, 

bAsketbAll

Teachers organize the class into two teams and draw a playing field 

on the white board. To start the game, a puck or ball is drawn at 

the center of the field. If a team gets a correct answer, the teacher 

moves the ball or puck closer to the other team’s goal. If a member 

of a team gets an answer wrong, the ball or puck moves toward their 

own goal. If the ball or puck gets in their zone, and they get a wrong 

answer, or the other team gets a right answer, a goal or basket is 

scored. 

grAphic 

orgAniZers

Asking students to create graphic organizers (such as descriptive, 

sequential, problem-solution, and compare and contrast organizers) 

is a good check of student understanding because, in most cases, 

students won’t be able to create correct graphic organizers unless 

they understand the content. 

writing gAme show With a little effort, teachers can develop their own version 

of popular game shows such as Jeopardy, Who Wants to Be a 

Millionaire, Wheel of Fortune, or Family Feud. Teachers should divide 

the class into teams and give each team review time prior to the 

game. 

JigsAw or  

gAllery work

Students are organized into groups to create a poster on chart paper 

that they can dis- play in the room. The poster should demonstrate 

the students’ knowledge of content covered; for example, a poster 

might consist of a few bullet points, a picture, a metaphor, or a 

graphic organizer. Once the groups have finished, mix students so 

that a new group is formed that includes a member from each initial 

group. Have the groups then walk around the room, stopping at each 

poster. Whoever created the poster explains it to the rest of their 

new group. 
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Four corners  

bell work

Give students a question and then ask them to move to a corner of 

the room based on their answer. For example, a teacher might pose 

a multiple-choice question and designate each different corner as a, 

b, c, or d. 

QuiZZes or tests Multiple-choice, true-or-false, fill-in-the-blanks, and short-

answer quizzes and tests are used frequently to gauge student 

performance. Quizzes or tests can be used with many of the above 

assessment techniques. 

pArAphrAsing Teachers can assess student understanding by ask students to retell 

in their own words what they have learned, using words other than 

those they heard or read during the learning. 

group Answers Teachers use this strategy to check student understanding by 

putting students in groups and giving them a task to complete, a 

question to answer, a term to memorize, or some other assignment. 

They should explain that, in groups, everyone is responsible for 

everyone’s learning and that they’ll check with one group member, 

but that they don’t know who, to ensure that everyone has learned 

what needs to be learned. Thus, all students need to ensure that 

everyone knows whatever is being learned. 

writing Student understanding can be assessed using numerous writing 

assessments. Students can be prompted to write a response to a 

passage they’ve read, write a letter to an author, write a short story 

to illustrate a concept that has been learned, and so forth.


