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Formative assessment is an essential practice for supporting all students, including English language learners 
(ELLs), in the science classroom. Formative assessment is assessment that takes place during the course of instruc

Small Group 
Checks 

Class 
Checks 

Self and Peer 
Checks 

Individual 
Checks 

�e four types of embedded formative assessment are explained and illustrated in the context of a �fth-grade science
unit aligned to the new science standards and designed with a speci�c focus on ELLs. In this unit, students explain the
phenomenon of garbage in their home, school, and community while developing their understanding of key physical
and life science ideas. �e complete unit is available at nyusail.org for teachers to download and use. 
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Next, the teacher reads students’ responses to get a sense of their initial ideas about properties. �e criteria focus 
speci�cally on whether students are able to distinguish materials between categories and whether they are able to 
identify patterns in the properties within and across categories. �e purpose of this Class Check is not to grade or 
correct individual students’ responses, but rather for teachers to get a sense of where the class is, overall, in their 
developing understanding. Also, teachers can use Class Checks to identify particular students who may need ad-
ditional support during instruction. 

Finally, the teacher uses this information to modify instruction. For example, if the class is having di�culty apply-
ing the crosscutting concept of patterns or the disciplinary core idea related to properties, the teacher will review 
these concepts and ideas with additional examples during the next class period. 

About Class Checks 
• ���o���•�•�����Z�����l�•���š�Ç�‰�]�����o�o�Ç���‰�Œ�}�À�]�������}�‰�‰�}�Œ�š�µ�v�]�Ÿ���•���(�}�Œ���•�š�µ�����v�š�•���š�}���Œ���•�‰�}�v�����µ�•�]�v�P���u�µ�o�Ÿ�‰�o�����u�}�����o�]�Ÿ���•�U��

�]�v���o�µ���]�v�P�����Œ���Á�]�v�P�•�U���Á�Œ�]�©���v�����v�P�o�]�•�Z���~���}�š�Z���Á�}�Œ���•�����v�����(�µ�o�o���•���v�š���v�����•�•�U�����v���l�}�Œ���Z�}�u�����o���v�P�µ���P���X���d�Z�]�•��
���o�o�}�Á�•�����o�o���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�U���]�v���o�µ���]�v�P�����>�>�•�U���š�}�������u�}�v�•�š�Œ���š�����š�Z���]�Œ���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P�X 

• ���o���•�•�����Z�����l�•���•�µ�‰�‰�}�Œ�š���o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���‰�Œ�}�P�Œ���•�•�]�}�v�•�v�š�Z�����]���������š�Z���š���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�������À���o�}�‰���š�Z���]�Œ���•���]���v�������µ�v�����Œ-
�•�š���v���]�v�P���}�À���Œ���Ÿ�u���X���d�������Z���Œ�•�������v���µ�•�������o���•�•�����Z�����l�•���š�}���P���š�������•���v�•�����}�(���š�Z���]�Œ���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�[���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P�����š��
�À���Œ�]�}�µ�•���‰�}�]�v�š�•�U���v�}�š���š�}��� �̂��}�Œ�Œ�����š�_���š�Z�]�•���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P���~�Á�Z�]���Z�����}�µ�o�����•�Z�}�Œ�š�r���]�Œ���µ�]�š���}�‰�‰�}�Œ�š�µ�v�]�Ÿ���•���š�}�������À���o�}�‰��
�������‰���•���]���v�������µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P�•�U�����µ�š���š�}���µ�•�����š�Z�����]�v�(�}�Œ�u���Ÿ�}�v���š�}�����Œ�����š�����u�����v�]�v�P�(�µ�o���}�‰�‰�}�Œ�š�µ�v�]�Ÿ���•���(�}�Œ��
�•�š�µ�����v�š�•���š�}���Œ���À�]�•�����š�Z���]�Œ���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P���u�}�À�]�v�P���(�}�Œ�Á���Œ���X��

• ���o���•�•�����Z�����l�•�����Œ�����‰���Œ�Ÿ���µ�o���Œ�o�Ç���]�u�‰�}�Œ�š���v�š���Á�]�š�Z�����>�>�•�U�����•���š�������Z���Œ�•�������v�����}�o�o�����š���������}�v�Ÿ�v�µ�}�µ�•���•�š�Œ�����u���}�(��
�]�v�(�}�Œ�u���Ÿ�}�v�������}�µ�š�����>�>�•�[�����}�v�š���v�š�����v�����o���v�P�µ���P�����o�����Œ�v�]�v�P���v�������•�����v�����š�Z���v���µ�•�����š�Z�]�•���]�v�(�}�Œ�u���Ÿ�}�v���š�}��
�u�}���]�(�Ç���]�v�•�š�Œ�µ���Ÿ�}�v�X 
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SMALL GROUP CHECKS 

The purpose of Small Group Checks is to assess student understanding and promote deeper 
discussion among students when they are working in small groups. 

Over the course of the unit, students carry out an investigation 
where they put food and non-food materials in land�ll bottles and 
observe changes over time. �e purpose of the investigation is to 
�nd out whether the properties of the food and non-food materials 
change. Also, students keep one land�ll bottle open and the oth-
er closed to �nd out whether the amount of matter in each bottle 
changes over time. Students make observations at the beginning of 
the land�ll bottle investigation and then again 1 week later. By this 
time, students start to notice an unpleasant smell coming from the 
open land�ll bottle system and ask, “What is that smell?” 

To answer their questions about smell, students engage in a series of 
investigations. In one investigation, they compress air in a syringe.
�is investigation produces evidence that air is in fact something,
which will eventually lead to the idea that air and smell are gases 
made of particles too small to see. �e particle nature of gas is a key 
disciplinary core idea in �fth grade. 

As students carry out the syringe investigation in small groups, the 
teacher engages students in a Small Group Check. �e teacher cir-
culates around the class and listens to each group’s discussion to 
get a sense of students’ current thinking. �en, the teacher draws 
�exibly on the probing questions to promote deeper discussion and 
to move students’ thinking forward. 

SMALL GROUP CHECK! Gases 

���•���•�š�µ�����v�š�•���Á�}�Œ�l�U�����]�Œ���µ�o���š�������u�}�v�P���š�Z�����P�Œ�}�µ�‰�•�X 

�W�}�•�•�]���o�����‰�Œ�}�u�‰�š�•���š�}���P�µ�]�������•�š�µ�����v�š���š�Z�]�v�l�]�v�P�W 

• �t�Z���v���Ç�}�µ���‰�µ�•�Z�����}�Á�v�U���Ç�}�µ���(�����o���š�Z�����‰�Œ���•�•�µ�Œ�����}�(���š�Z�������]�Œ���‰�µ�•�Z�]�v�P���������l���}�v���š�Z�����‰�o�µ�v�P���Œ�X���t�Z���š��
���}���•���š�Z�]�•���š���o�o���Ç�}�µ�������}�µ�š�����]�Œ�M 

• �t�Z�Ç�������v�[�š���Ç�}�µ���‰�µ�•�Z���š�Z�����‰�o�µ�v�P���Œ�����o�o���š�Z�����Á���Ç�����}�Á�v�M 

• �t�Z���š�����}���Ç�}�µ���(�����o���Á�Z���v���Ç�}�µ���Œ���o�����•�����š�Z�����‰�o�µ�v�P���Œ�M 

• �t�Z���š�����}���Ç�}�µ���š�Z�]�v�l���š�Z�������]�Œ���]�•���u���������}�(�M 

• �t�Z���š�����]�����Ç�}�µ���.�P�µ�Œ�����}�µ�š���(�Œ�}�u���š�Z�]�•���]�v�À���•�Ÿ�P���Ÿ�}�v�������}�µ�š���P���•���•���~�•�µ���Z�����•�����]�Œ�•�M 
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Ar uin from Evidence 

Quest ion: ooes t\J e, ;l)lr?OJnt t0f' ('(Jg_f±e r __ c h q_ n3_e ,n g lclO<t{ill bo l-tle? 
. Claim: T~e C!(Y] oun t O £ __i!lqfle['_ f.,_~~---{_Q_J-l-Je 
(9fe0 S ~kf,d_

g

 

h

 



Integrating Science And Language For All Students With A Focus On English Language Learners • Brief 7 of 7 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT IN THE SCIENCE CLASSROOM

��

 
 

��

 
 
 

��

 
 

��

 ��
��

��
��

��

��

 

 

 

��

 

 

��

��

 

 

��

 

 
 

 



Integrating Science And Language For All Students With A Focus On English Language Learners • 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
 

,.. 

About Individual Checks 
• �/�v���]�À�]���µ���o�����Z�����l�•�����Œ�����µ�•���(�µ�o���o���š���Œ���]�v�������µ�v�]�š���}�(���]�v�•�š�Œ�µ���Ÿ�}�v���Á�Z���v���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�����Œ�������}�v�•�š�Œ�µ���Ÿ�v�P���Á�Œ�]�©���v��

���Œ�P�µ�u���v�š�•���}�Œ�����Æ�‰�o���v���Ÿ�}�v�•�������•�������}�v���š�Z�����•���]���v�������µ�v�����Œ�•�š���v���]�v�P���š�Z���Ç���Z���À���������À���o�}�‰�������}�À���Œ���š�Z����
���}�µ�Œ�•�����}�(���š�Z�����µ�v�]�š�X��

• �/�v���/�v���]�À�]���µ���o�����Z�����l�•�U���š�Z�����š�������Z���Œ���µ�•���•�������š���]�o�������Œ�µ���Œ�]���•���š�Z���š�����©���v�����š�}�����}�š�Z���š�Z�����•���]���v�������]�������•�����v����
�š�Z�����‰�Œ�����]�•�]�}�v���Á�]�š�Z���Á�Z�]���Z���š�Z�}�•�����]�������•�����Œ�������}�u�u�µ�v�]�����š�����U���š�Z�µ�•�����v���}�µ�Œ���P�]�v�P���š�������Z���Œ�•���š�}�����©���v�����š�}��
�š�Z�������}�v�š���v�š�����v�����o���v�P�µ���P�����v�������•���}�(�����o�o���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�U���]�v���o�µ���]�v�P�����>�>�•�X���&�}�Œ�����Æ���u�‰�o���U���š�Z�����Œ�µ���Œ�]�����(�}�Œ���š�Z����
�o���v���.�o�o�����}�©�o�������Œ�P�µ�u���v�š�����Æ�‰�����š�•���•�š�µ�����v�š�•���š�}���������‰�Œ�����]�•�����]�v�����}�u�‰���Œ�]�v�P���š�Z�����Á���]�P�Z�š�•���}�(���š�Z�����}�‰���v�����v����
���o�}�•�������•�Ç�•�š���u�•�����š�����]�+���Œ���v�š���Ÿ�u�����‰�}�]�v�š�•�X���d�Z�����š�������Z���Œ���š�Z���v���µ�•���•���š�Z�������Œ�]�š���Œ�]�����}�µ�š�o�]�v�������]�v���š�Z�����Œ�µ���Œ�]�����š�}��
�‰�Œ�}�À�]�������•�‰�����]�.�������}�u�u���v�š�•���š�}���]�v���]�À�]���µ���o���•�š�µ�����v�š�•�X��

Conclusion 
To summarize, we have presented four types of formative assessment that can be embedded in science instruction to
support the learning of all students, including ELLs. 

Elicited Student Performance �/�v�š���Œ�‰�Œ���š���Ÿ�}�v Feedback 

Class 
Checks 

�t�Œ�]�©���v���Œ���•�‰�}�v�•���•���~���}�š�Z���o�]�v�P�µ�]�•�Ÿ�������v�����À�]�•�µ���o��
�u�}�����o�]�Ÿ���•�• 

���o���•�• 
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Ultimately, to enact instruction aligned to the new standards, we must think about assessment di�erently. First,
we need to think about assessment as ongoing rather than something that happens only at the end of instruction.
When formative assessments are embedded throughout science instruction, teachers can use assessment informa-
tion to improve teaching and learning. With ELLs in particular, teachers can collect real-time information about 
their science and language learning and then modify instruction accordingly. Second, we need to ensure  (oin/eco)n10 73.Tu Tw T*
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