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In the field of education, the concept of checking for understanding has gained significant
traction as educators strive to enhance student learning and engagement. Developed by
Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey, this approach emphasizes the importance of assessing
students' comprehension during the learning process rather than solely at the end. This
article delves into the strategies and methodologies proposed by Fisher and Frey, providing
educators with effective tools to gauge student understanding and adjust instruction
accordingly.

Understanding the Importance of Checking for
Understanding

Checking for understanding is a formative assessment strategy that provides real-time
feedback to both teachers and students. By continuously monitoring comprehension,
educators can identify areas where students may struggle and adjust their teaching
methods to meet diverse learning needs. This proactive approach fosters a supportive
learning environment that encourages student engagement and motivation.

Benefits of Checking for Understanding

Implementing effective checking for understanding strategies offers several benefits,
including:

1. Immediate Feedback: Teachers receive instant insights into student comprehension,
allowing for timely intervention.
2. Informed Instruction: Educators can tailor their instruction based on the specific needs of
their students.
3. Increased Student Engagement: When students know they will be assessed throughout
the lesson, they are more likely to stay focused and actively participate.
4. Empowerment: Students gain ownership of their learning process by identifying their
own strengths and areas for improvement.

Strategies for Checking for Understanding

Fisher and Frey advocate for a variety of strategies to effectively check for understanding.
These strategies can be implemented at various stages of the learning process and can be
adapted to different subjects and grade levels.



1. Questioning Techniques

Effective questioning is one of the most powerful tools educators have. Fisher and Frey
suggest using open-ended questions that promote critical thinking and encourage student
discourse. Some effective questioning techniques include:

- Wait Time: Giving students time to think before answering allows for deeper responses.
- Cold Calling: Calling on students randomly ensures that everyone stays engaged and
prepared to contribute.
- Think-Pair-Share: Students first think about their answer individually, then discuss it with a
partner before sharing with the class.

2. Exit Tickets

Exit tickets are a simple yet effective way to check for understanding at the end of a lesson.
Students respond to a prompt or question related to the day's lesson before leaving the
classroom. This strategy provides teachers with insights into student comprehension and
helps inform future instruction.

- Sample Exit Ticket Questions:
- What was the most important concept you learned today?
- Describe one question you still have about today’s lesson.

3. Observations and Anecdotal Notes

Teachers can gain valuable insights through direct observation of student behavior and
interactions during lessons. Keeping anecdotal notes can help educators track individual
student progress and identify trends within the classroom.

- Key Points to Observe:
- Student participation in discussions
- Non-verbal cues (e.g., nodding, confusion)
- Collaboration during group work

4. Quick Writes

Quick writes involve giving students a few minutes to write about a specific topic or
question related to the lesson. This strategy encourages students to articulate their
understanding and reflect on their learning.

- Prompts for Quick Writes:
- Summarize today’s lesson in three sentences.
- What is one question you still have about the material?



5. Digital Tools and Apps

Incorporating technology can enhance the checking for understanding process. Various
digital tools and applications allow for instant feedback and engagement.

- Popular Tools:
- Kahoot!: A game-based learning platform that allows teachers to create quizzes.
- Poll Everywhere: A tool for conducting live polls during lessons to gauge student
understanding.
- Google Forms: Useful for creating assessments and surveys that provide immediate data.

Implementing Checking for Understanding in the
Classroom

To effectively implement checking for understanding strategies, educators should consider
the following steps:

1. Establish Clear Learning Goals

Before conducting any assessment, it is essential to clearly define the learning objectives.
Educators should ensure that students understand the goals for the lesson and what is
expected of them.

2. Select Appropriate Strategies

Choose strategies that align with the lesson objectives and the diverse needs of students.
It’s beneficial to use a combination of techniques to cater to different learning styles.

3. Foster a Safe Environment

Create a classroom culture where students feel comfortable expressing their understanding
and asking questions. Encourage a growth mindset, emphasizing that mistakes are part of
the learning process.

4. Analyze Data and Adjust Instruction

After collecting data from various checking for understanding strategies, educators should
analyze the results to identify trends and areas of need. This analysis will inform future
instruction and intervention strategies.



5. Provide Feedback

Effective feedback is critical in the checking for understanding process. Provide students
with specific, actionable feedback based on their responses, helping them to understand
how to improve.

Challenges and Considerations

While checking for understanding is a powerful approach, educators may encounter
challenges in its implementation. Some considerations include:

- Time Constraints: Finding time for formative assessments within a packed curriculum can
be difficult.
- Student Resistance: Some students may feel anxious about being assessed frequently. It’s
important to communicate the benefits of these assessments.
- Diverse Learning Needs: Educators must be mindful of the varying needs of students and
adapt strategies accordingly.

Conclusion

Checking for understanding is an essential component of effective teaching and learning.
Fisher and Frey’s strategies provide educators with valuable tools to assess student
comprehension in real time, fostering a more responsive and engaging classroom
environment. By implementing these strategies, teachers can enhance student learning
outcomes, support diverse learners, and create a classroom culture that values continuous
growth and understanding. Ultimately, the goal is to equip students with the skills and
knowledge they need to succeed academically and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary goal of checking for understanding
according to Fisher and Frey?
The primary goal is to assess student comprehension in real-time to inform instruction and
provide immediate feedback.

What strategies do Fisher and Frey recommend for
checking for understanding?
They recommend strategies such as questioning, exit tickets, think-pair-share, and using
formative assessments.



How does checking for understanding improve student
engagement?
By actively involving students in their learning process and allowing them to demonstrate
their understanding, it increases their investment in the lesson.

What role does feedback play in the process of
checking for understanding?
Feedback is crucial as it helps students identify gaps in their knowledge and provides them
with guidance on how to improve.

How can teachers effectively implement checking for
understanding in a remote learning environment?
Teachers can use tools like polls, quizzes, breakout rooms for discussions, and digital exit
tickets to gauge understanding during remote lessons.

What are some common misconceptions about checking
for understanding?
A common misconception is that it only involves formal assessments; however, it can be
informal and should happen continuously during instruction.

How does the concept of checking for understanding
relate to differentiated instruction?
It allows teachers to tailor their instruction based on the diverse understanding levels of
students, ensuring all students receive the support they need.

What is the significance of student self-assessment in
checking for understanding?
Student self-assessment encourages metacognition, helping learners to reflect on their
understanding and take ownership of their learning process.
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