Best Practice #2:  Do diagnostic assessment before teaching.  

Pat Reis
MHS/FMS Teaching Advisor

Diagnostic assessments precede instruction.  Teachers use them to check students’ prior knowledge of the topic and skill levels.  They provide information to guide planning and instruction.  This practice will help (a) determine whether or not students have prerequisite skills and knowledge required for them to master new information and skills, (b) identify student misconceptions, 
(c) stimulate and motivate student interest in new topics introduced in class, (d) determine the starting place for instruction and the next instructional steps ( what to teach, how to teach, what gaps to fill, what material can be skipped or quickly reviewed, and what student grouping arrangements to use.  
· The results are not graded because they’re for diagnostic purposes.  

Strategies for Diagnostic Assessment:
1.  Pre-test from the textbook publisher—But not very motivating.

2.  Carousel Brainstorming:  This activity can be used to activate prior knowledge or to review and reinforce material studied.  Large sheets of paper are posted at various points around the room or one placed in each student table group.  Number each sheet and write a specific question or statement that is related to the new topic being studied on each sheet.  Students are divided into groups of 3 or 4 and assigned to one of the sheets.  Assign a scribe and a reporter to each group.  Each scribe has a different colored marker.  Students brainstorm responses to the posted question/statement.  The scribe records student responses on the paper.  After a couple of minutes and at the teacher’s signal, students move one sheet to the right, brainstorm and add responses to the new sheet.  At the signal they move to the right again and repeat the process.  Continue until each group has brainstormed responses to all of the questions/statements.  You may have to extend the brainstorming time after three or four rotations because all the easy ideas will have been taken by previous groups, and the students will need more time to talk about and think of other ideas to be added to the brainstorm list.  Each group ends up at the chart where they began.  Students critically evaluate the ideas that groups added to the sheet, and circle or check off the ideas that are most essential, most important, or most fundamental to the question/statement at the top of their sheet.  They talk about and make decisions about which are most representative of or most closely associated with the given topic.  They summarize/categorize the responses, eliminating repeated ideas.  The reporter shares the ideas with the class.
3.  Word or Concept Chart:  Students work individually, with a partner, or in groups.  Students draw the chart below on a piece of writing paper or chart paper.  They think about and describe the meaning of a word or concept.  The word/concept is written in the middle box.  In section one, students define the term in their own words.  In section two, they describe its essential characteristics.  In section three, they write examples of the word or concept—what it is.  In section four, they write non-examples of the word or idea—what it is not.  A different word or concept may be assigned to each group.  The group reporter shares the group’s ideas with the class.

	

	

	
	


4.  Placemat Round Robin:  This activity can be used to activate prior knowledge or to review and reinforce material studied.  Form groups of 4.  Distribute one large piece of paper to each group.  Ask each group to draw the following diagram on the paper.  Each student has his/her own outer section of the placemat.

	

	

	
	


The teacher asks a question about the topic being studied.  Give a few minutes of silent time for each student to write his/her answers or understandings about the new topic being studied on their outer space on the placemat.  Then students share their ideas in a Round Robin style discussion.  Each student states an idea without duplicating what was already contributed.  Students should check off ideas on their placemat as they are contributed.  The scribe writes the ideas on which there is consensus in the space in the middle of the placemat.  I ask my students to put a question mark next to any idea on which there is not consensus so that we can address them later.  A student says “I pass” if all his/her ideas have been taken.  Each group then reports to the class.  Students enjoy using different colored markers to record their ideas on the placemat.  Save responses for reflection at the end of a unit of study. 

5.  Three-step Interview:  This activity can be used to activate prior knowledge or to review and reinforce material studied.  In step one, the teacher poses several questions for the class to address about a new topic.  In step two, the students, in pairs become the interviewer and the interviewee.  Student A interviews student B for a specified number of minutes, listening attentively to the answers to the teacher’s questions and asking other probing questions.  At a signal, students reverse roles and B interviews A for the same number of minutes.  At another signal, each pair turns to another pair, forming a group of four.  Each member of the group discusses his or her partner’s ideas.  In step 3, the groups share their interviews with the class, highlighting the most interesting points.  As a follow up, the class can write a summary report of the interview results or results can be recorded on chart paper and saved for reference later in the unit of study. 
6.  Word Associations:  Prior to studying a new unit or concept, the teacher asks the students to write down five words that occur to them when they think of a specific event, period in history, important person, etc.  After writing down their ideas, students share their responses and elaborate on their thinking relative to the new concept or topic to be taught. 

7.  Chalk Talk:  Chalk Talk is a silent way to generate ideas, check on prior learning, solve problems, or reflect.  Because it is done completely in silence, Chalk Talk allows students to interact visibly and directly with ideas and silently with each other.  It has been known to surprise everyone with how much is collectively known about a topic.  Materials needed:  chalk board and chalk (or whiteboard and markers).  Explain to students that this is a silent activity.  No one may talk at all and anyone may add appropriate comments to the board as they please.  Participants can comment on each other’s ideas by drawing a connecting line to the comment.  The teacher writes a relevant question, term, or topic in a circle on the board.  With large groups, it can be helpful to limit the number of people who are writing on the board at the same time.  Participants write, as they feel moved to write.  Allow plenty of wait time before deciding the activity is over.  How the teacher chooses to interact during the activity influences its outcome.  The teacher can stand back and let it unfold or expand participants’ thinking by circling interesting ideas to invite comments, writing questions about a participant’s comment, adding his/her own ideas, connecting two interesting ideas/comments together with a line and adding a question mark or exclamation point.  Active teacher interaction encourages participants to do the same.  The time frame is dependent upon the question, attention span of the participants, and group size.  Generally, if no one adds anything to the board in a period of one to two minutes, then the activity should draw to a close, though the teacher should say, “Are there any more additions?” before closing.  The activity typically last no more than 10-15 minutes.  The group as a whole briefly summarizes the results, noting significant themes, connections, questions, and prior knowledge of the topic.  
8.  Focused Listing:  Students generate lists of ideas or words to define or describe a new topic of study.  Completed lists can be used to facilitate group and class discussions.  
9.  Puzzling Scenario or Discrepant Event:  Offer a puzzling scenario or discrepant event.  Discrepant events or anomalies are happenings that are unexpected or surprising to students.  Students can’t explain their observations.  Discrepant events create curiosity.  Students just have to know why or how it works.  Observe student behaviors that demonstrate understanding of the concepts as students investigate the discrepant event or anomaly.  
10.  Prior Knowledge Topic Survey:  This is a diagnostic tool.  The teacher lists true-false statements about a topic of study in the middle column on the survey (see blank sample on next page).  Students respond before the lesson/unit of study and again upon completion of the lesson/unit of study, before a summative assessment is given.  Students write A for agree with the statement, D for disagree, or U if undecided about the statement.

Prior Knowledge Topic Survey

Respond to each statement twice:  once before the lesson/unit of study and again upon completion of the lesson/unit of study.

Write A if you agree with the statement.

Write D if you disagree with the statement.

Write U if you’re undecided.

	Response Before

Lesson/Unit


	Topic:                   
	Response After
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11.  K-W-L CHART:  Prior to the study of new material students write what

       they know at the beginning, what they’d like to find out, and at the end of 

       the lesson or unit of study, what they learned. 

KWL Chart
Topic:  












	What I Know
	What I Want

to Know
	What I Learned

	
	
	


