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Assessing Through Asking  

by David Ginsburg 

 
I’m always surprised when teachers are surprised by their students’ performance on tests. Sure 

there are kids whose test scores belie their ability—such as those who have test anxiety or had 

a bad day or took the test on an empty stomach. But by and large, students’ performance on 

tests is pretty consistent with their day to day performance in class. Ah, but therein lies the 

problem: more often than not, teachers who are surprised by students’ performance on tests 

aren’t assessing students’ understanding in class as routinely or effectively as they need to be.   

 

Some teachers, on the other hand, are so strong with formative assessment that they can 

predict with great accuracy how their students will do on summative assessments.  And one of 

the keys to such effective in-the-moment assessment is interactive lessons that include lots of 

meaningful and engaging questions, which the following strategies ensure:     

 
 

• Ask, Don’t Tell. Ask questions through which you can pull information from students 

rather than provide it directly to them. (Examples: present diagrams of insects and 

arachnids, and ask students to identify the differences rather than you doing so for 

them; draw a couple figures with lines of symmetry inserted and ask students what they 

think a line of symmetry is rather than you defining it for them up front.) Same goes for 

class discussions related to readings or interpreting graphs, where you’ll get a much 

better sense for students’ understanding if you solicit their opinions and analysis before 

sharing yours.   

• Avoid Yes-No questions. Ask what, why, and how questions that are far more likely to 

reveal what students do or don’t understand than yes-no questions such as, “Do you 

remember…?” or “Does everyone understand?” or “Any questions?” (even the subtle 

change to, “What questions do you have?” elicits much more of a response).    
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• Target Conceptual Understanding. Whenever possible, ask questions that target 

conceptual understanding before asking those aimed at procedural understanding. 

(Example: “What is perimeter?” rather than “What is the formula for perimeter?”)    

• Ask Questions Equally and Directly. Call on students equally and directly—i.e., by name. 

Much better for engagement and assessment purposes than calling only on hand-raisers 

or throwing questions out for anyone and everyone (or no one) to respond. A lot of 

teachers do this by keeping Popsicle sticks with students’ names on them in a cup, and 

then picking a stick each time they ask a question. Just be sure, whatever approach you 

use, to avoid being entirely random (e.g., you wouldn’t want to ask students with 

profound cognitive disabilities a higher order question they’re incapable of answering). 

Also be sure to include the student’s name at the end of a question rather than the 

beginning, since kids (adults too!) tend to tune out as soon as they know they’re off the 

hook. And finally, one exception to this hands-down, equitable approach: students can 

be particularly self-conscious about their reading skills, so it’s often better to ask for 

volunteers when it comes to reading aloud.  

 

There are many more questioning best practices, of course. But start with these, and you’ll 

know what students know sooner rather than being surprised later.  

 

Any questions? Oops. 

 

 

 

  


