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What is gathering evidence of student understanding?

“ “
Black & Wiliam, 2009, p.43

Practice in a classroom is formative to the extent that evidence about stu-

dent achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, 

or their peers, to make decisions about the next steps in instruction that 

are likely to be better, or better founded, than the decisions they would 

have taken in the absence of the evidence that was elicited.

The formative assessment process 
involves continually collecting and 
using evidence to inform teaching and 
learning. A teacher needs to gather 
accurate and complete information 
about students’ current understanding 
in order to make informed instruction-
al decisions and provide feedback to 
advance student learning. 

A variety of strategies can be used to 
gather evidence of student understand-
ing. What is important is that the teach-
er gathers evidence that is aligned 
with a clear learning target and uses it 
to move student learning forward. It is 
also essential that students are active 
agents in collecting and using evidence 
of their own understanding as they re-
flect on their learning, revise or modify 
their strategies, and inform their future 
learning decisions.

Gathering evidence of 
student understanding 
defined
Gathering evidence of student  
understanding in the formative  
assessment process occurs when the 
teacher provides multiple and varied 
opportunities to gather information 
about where students are in the learn-
ing process. The information is gath-
ered with the intention to inform the 
potential modifications to teaching and 
learning strategies. 

Applications to practice
There are various ways for a teacher 
to gather evidence of student under-

standing during a lesson, and several 
different ways should be used (to 
most accurately assess students). The 
best way for a teacher to start to elicit 
evidence during instruction is to use 
what they already do, rather than trying 
to add several new evidence collection 
strategies to current practice. Over 
time, a teacher can gradually increase 
his or her repertoire.

Three instructional routines support 
teachers in gathering evidence  
of student understanding during 
instruction:

1. Gathering evidence through
academic dialogue

2. Gathering evidence through
observation and examination of
student work

3. Gathering evidence through
conferences and one-on-one
conversation

These instructional routines are further 
discussed below. 

1. Gathering evidence through
academic dialogue
Eliciting evidence of student under-

standing focuses on gathering infor-
mation about student thinking and 
understanding. This involves more than 
simply “checking for understanding.” 
The most important aspect for the 
teacher is to gather information about 
what the students are actually thinking 
and why. 

Academic dialogue allows the teacher 
to gather information about what 
students understand about the subject 
matter and different strategies they 
may use. When students engage in 
academic dialogue, they publicly com-
municate their ideas, they work to help 
one another, they explore ideas, make 
connections, and reveal their thinking. 
This provides valuable evidence about 
student understanding. The teacher will 
need to provide significant support to 
create a classroom culture in which all 
students engage in equitable academic 
dialogue. It will also be beneficial to 
provide time for classroom discussion 
with clear routines as well as to  
explain the purpose and expectations 
to students. 
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When a teacher regularly gathers information about 
student understanding, the teacher is then able to provide 
timely feedback to support students’ attainment of the 
learning targets and adjust instruction accordingly.

2. Gathering evidence through
observation and examination of
student work
A teacher will want to gather multiple 
examples of student learning to de-
velop a full account of student under-
standing. There are many ways for the 
teacher to observe student thinking 
and gather evidence:

n concept maps
n student writing
n presentations
n videos
n portfolios
n collaborative work
n drawing
n graphic organizers
n investigations, and
n problem solving.

The teacher can gain important infor-
mation from observation as students 
engage in learning opportunities. Then, 
analysis of student work products can 
provide additional evidence to inform 
instructional decisions to guide student 
learning. For analysis of the work, a 
teacher may use a checklist, rubric, or 
other metric that includes criteria for 
successful attainment of the learning 
target. The success criteria and learn-
ing target guide the instructional and 
learning decisions about when, how, 
and how much evidence of student un-
derstanding will be gathered – of value 
to both students and the teacher. 

The teacher should plan opportunities 
to observe and gather student work 
in order to obtain information about 

the students’ level of understanding in 
relation to the learning target. Students 
should also reflect on the learning tar-
get and success criteria as they engage 
in the learning process. 

3. Gathering evidence through
conferences and one-on-one
conversations
Teachers can create regular oppor-
tunities to conference and speak 
one-on-one with students about their 
current understanding and progress 
toward learning targets. This allows 
the teacher to gather specific evidence 
of student understanding regarding a 
learning target and, when appropriate, 
to provide immediate feedback to move 
learning forward. 

The teacher may ask probing questions 
about observations and student  
work samples to gather further  
information from the student. Students 
can describe their learning tactics  
and ask questions of the teacher 
during this time. The questions  
students ask also provide evidence of 
their understanding. 

For example, in one elementary  
classroom, the teacher meets indi-
vidually with students during reading 

 workshop. The students bring their 
reading folders containing student 
goals, work samples, and post-it notes 
with different reading strategies they 
have received from their teacher during 
conferences. The teacher may have the 
student share about previous strate-
gies used, ask questions about current 
work, and describe next steps in his or 
her learning. 

Similarly, in a high school math class, a 
teacher may conference with students 
to review their progress in a particu-
lar unit, identify areas for growth and 
areas of strength, and set goals for the 
upcoming weeks. During these con-
ferences, the teacher is able to gather 
specific information about a student’s 
level of understanding as well as the 
student’s motivation, attitudes, and 
self-assessment regarding the content.

While gathering evidence, the teacher 
may use “triangulation” of all three 
ways to gather student data (such as 
products, observations, and confer-
ences) to provide a more consistent, 
reliable, and clearer picture of  
student understanding.

Teachers also elicit evidence of  
student understanding through acti-
vating prior knowledge, questioning, 
and self- and peer assessment. These 
topics are covered in depth in other 
ALN Learning Points.

When a teacher regularly gathers 
information about student understand-
ing, the teacher is then able to provide 
timely feedback to support students’ 
attainment of the learning targets and 
adjust instruction accordingly.
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