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We often use a class discussion to assess student understanding and to find out how each of them thinks.  One problem with using the class discussion for assessment purposes is a lack of student engagement.  By not raising their hands and volunteering, students disengage.  Another problem with class discussions is that only one student can answer at a time and the teacher assesses only that student’s thinking.  To gauge the understanding of the whole class, you need to get responses from all students.  Another concern about the class discussion is that you may not want to put shy students on the spot.  
The class discussion is not effective if used just to check for understanding of facts rather than to get students to think deeply about a topic.  To engage students in critical thinking (application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation) or promote deeper student understanding, plan questions in advance using a structure such as Bloom’s taxonomy.  Ask questions that not only diagnose prior knowledge, but also prompt students to think at higher levels.  Educational psychologist Benjamin Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives describes six levels of thinking:  knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  Use the verbs in Bloom’s Taxonomy to help develop questions.  The direction of instruction will depend on student responses.    
To assess the understanding of the whole class, you need to engage the whole class.  The following strategies will encourage students to stay engaged because they may be called upon at any time to give or justify an answer.    

1.  Create a safe environment.  
· Let students (especially the shy ones) know up front that you will be calling on them because it’s important for you to learn about their understanding and how each of them thinks.  
· Reassure students up front that if you call on them and they don’t know the answer it’s okay to say “I pass.”  When students aren’t able to answer, ask another student to explain, encouraging the one who couldn’t to listen carefully because you’re coming back to him/her later.  
· Rephrase a question if students are not able to respond.  
· When students aren’t able to answer a question, think of how to help them.  Give clues (“Starts with…”), hints, or prompts (verbal or visual) to those who struggle.
· Look for the reason behind an incorrect answer and try to find something correct about it.
· Ask for clarity when the answer is incomplete.
· Give notebook search time before calling on someone.   
· Discuss the mistake analysis strategy.  Mistakes are powerful teaching and learning tools and are “valued” because they give teachers opportunities to clarify common misconceptions.
· Show students you are interested in their ideas by maintaining eye contact, use appropriate facial expressions (okay to show excitement), move closer to the student, be quiet while the student is speaking, use verbal acknowledgments (“I understand.”), paraphrase or restate student ideas if a lengthy response was given.
2.  Use strategies that engage all students:

· Have all students write their answers on individual dry-erase boards which they hold up at the teacher’s request.  The teacher can then scan responses for understanding and misconceptions.  Individual boards are available commercially, but are expensive.  You can make your own dry-erase boards.  Slip paper and a file folder or cardboard into a large plastic food storage bag.  Or, paper and cardboard slid inside a plastic page protector purchased at an office supply store also makes a good dry erase board.  The page protectors can be put in a three-ring notebook.  A 3rd way is to tape or glue paper to the 4 surfaces of a file folder then laminate it for a versatile dry erase board.  You can use writing paper, plain paper, graph paper, dot paper, or a concept map in nay of these teacher-made dry-erase boards.  Add thin dry erase markers to your supply lists.  Old socks or paper towels make great erasers.  Occasionally clean boards with glass cleaner.   
· Use small group work to draw out students who are reticent about talking in the large group.  Group work is one way of ensuring active participation of students.  Group work enables students to move more readily from receiving ideas to generating ideas.  They’re more involved, engaged, and confident in themselves when working in groups.  Eavesdrop, paying special attention to those who don’t talk in large group discussions.  
· Institute an occasional “no hands up except to ask a question” procedure.  The teacher can either call on someone or use a random device like names on popsicle sticks or the roll of a number cube.  This way the students know they have to stay engaged because they may be called upon at any time to give and justify an answer.    
· Give each student a set of 4 cards labeled A, B, C, D, and ask the question in multiple- choice format.  If all students answer correctly, the teacher can move on.  If no one or few answer correctly, the teacher should review or reteach the concept.  If some answer correctly and some incorrectly, the teacher can use that knowledge to drive instruction and move students forward—maybe pair up students for peer  teaching or assign small group work.  For your visual learners, make a transparency of an “old” multiple-choice test, cover the choices and work your way down the page, uncovering one question at a time.  
· Using hand signals engages all students—thumbs up for agree, thumbs down for disagree, and thumb straight to the side for uncertain.  
· While teaching, students lay out on their desk tops a number of fingers indicating level of understanding:  5 fingers if student has a deep understanding and can explain the concept to others in the class down to one (pointer) finger if the student doesn’t understand at all. 
· Using response cards engages all students.  Students must be prepared to justify their response.  Examples:  Yes—No cards, kinetic—potential cards, pass—veto cards, solid—liquid—gas cards.

· An Audience Response System is computer software that allows students to use a remote control during instruction to answer questions posed in multiple-choice format.  Responses are collected and displayed immediately as % correct.  
· Have students make up questions for a game such as Jeopardy.  The point value of the question will depend on the level in Bloom’s  taxonomy.

