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Fact Sheet 51 - How to use formative evaluation in the classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

 

Formative evaluation is about asking the right questions. 

Formative evaluation is a fancy term for checking whether students are on track to 

achieve their educational goals. Think of formative evaluation as an informal 

assessment of a student’s progress in any given lesson or activity (this is why 

formative evaluation is sometimes called ‘formative assessment’).  

TAs and teachers use formative evaluation constantly – they are always thinking about 

whether students are on track to meet the goals of the lesson. Unlike formal tests and 

exams (where students are assessed at the end of a learning sequence), formative 

evaluation is about assessing students as they learn.  

How is formative evaluation done? Simply be on the lookout for clues about how 

students are performing and progressing. You can gather information from a wide 

variety of sources such as: 

• worksheets 
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• work samples 

• questions 

• responses to questions 

• behaviour (e.g., are they engaged or frustrated?) 

• body language 

• participation in discussions and class activities 

• performance in games and quizzes.  

 

In other words, always be on the lookout for clues so you know which students are on 

track, who is doing really well, who might need help and who is falling behind.  

Nothing looks worse than the situation where a student tells you at the end of the 

lesson that he/she didn’t understand something or didn’t do much due to being stuck 

– ideally you should have spotted this early and done something about it.  

TAs should know where their students are up to and what they can and can’t do at all 

times. Only with this information can a TA select and implement the most appropriate 

strategies. For example, imagine that you asked Alex a question about his maths work 

and determined that he didn’t really understand the concept.  

You’ve done the formative evaluation part correctly by asking the question – now it’s 

time to choose a few strategies to get Alex back on track. 

Note that there are 4 main types or categories of assessment as is shown in the table 

below. As a TA, it is important to know which type of assessment you are supporting: 

Type Used Purpose 

Diagnostic Usually at the 

beginning of a 

program to 

To determine what students know and 

don’t know (gaps in knowledge), or 

what standard/level students are 

Hint 
Ask plenty of questions to check for understanding (e.g., ‘why did you do it that 

way?’ and ‘explain each step to me’). 
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diagnose working 

level and gaps. 

working at. This information is used to 

design a learning program. 

Formative During learning 

activities 

To determine if students are 

progressing as expected during 

learning activities. 

Summative Usually at the end 

of a program to 

summarise 

learning. 

A single test with the purpose of 

generating an overall score or grade 

which represents the students skills 

and knowledge acquired in a program 

of learning. 

Standardised 

testing 

At specified 

intervals 

Set at a state or national level and is 

used for various purposes. NAPLAN is 

used to evaluate performance at the 

school, state/territory and national level 

(as well as other purposes). 

 

 

 

 

 


