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ECT Programme Mentor Support Materials – Assessment for learning elective self-study 2
Using assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding
This document is intended for those who design and deliver a school-based ECT Programme. The self-study materials are intended for use with mentors working with early career teachers (ECTs) in year one. They align with the associate ECT elective self-study from this module. 		Opportunities for schools to add exemplification relevant to their context have been identified. It is suggested that further phase- or subject-specific examples be added to reflect the needs of your programme participants.
Approximate reading time: 15 minutes	

 


Introduction
Approximate time to complete: 1 minute
These optional mentor support materials include an overview of the ECT content for elective self-study 2: Using assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding from the module: ‘Assessment for learning’.  
Your ECT will have completed their elective self-study following a reflective discussion with you in which this was identified as an area for their development. The content will help them to engage more deeply with the evidence and enhance their application of theory to their classroom practice. 
To support your work with your ECT, these materials outline what the theory could look like in practice, highlighting the active ingredients that make it effective. The materials also provide suggested action steps that early career teachers could take to implement these into their practice. It also includes a template to help you structure your weekly mentoring session with your ECT. 
Please note, the overview of the ECT self-study material is optional reading. You can  go straight to the Next Steps: preparing for your mentoring session if you wish. 
If you choose to read this content, we suggest you first read the mentor support materials for the core self-study for ‘Assessment for learning’. This outlines the underpinning theory and related evidence for this module. It is suggested that you read both self-studies in advance of observing and meeting with your early career teacher. This will help guide your discussion with your ECT. 
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[bookmark: Section1][bookmark: Highexpectationsforcontributions]Using assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding 
Approximate time to complete: 3 minutes 
Reminder of what the evidence says
Early career teachers considered how to use assessment to check prior knowledge and misconceptions. They also explore how to use formative assessment strategies to check understanding and move learning forward.
If you wish to review the theory relating to using assessment to check prior knowledge and misconceptions, please see the Core self-study for ‘Assessment for learning’. 
Using assessment to check prior knowledge and misconceptions 
What this looks like in practice
Assessment plays a vital role in identifying what pupils already know and where misconceptions may exist before new learning begins. This enables teachers to design instruction that addresses misunderstandings early, ensuring new content builds securely on accurate prior knowledge.
Before introducing a topic, effective teachers draw on curriculum knowledge, prior assessment data, and an understanding of common pupil errors to anticipate where misconceptions are likely to arise. For instance, previous experience may reveal that many pupils assume plants get food directly from soil, rather than understanding the role of photosynthesis. Identifying such areas in advance supports the planning of assessments that deliberately target known misconceptions.
Assessment tasks can then be designed specifically to uncover whether these misunderstandings are present. A useful method is the use of multiple-choice questions where incorrect answers reflect common misconceptions. These distractors provide insight not just into who selects the correct answer, but into the reasoning behind pupils’ choices. In this way, assessment moves beyond testing recall and becomes a tool for revealing conceptual understanding.
At key points during a sequence of learning, teachers can also use hinge questions to check for security of understanding before introducing new content. These questions should prompt deeper thinking, not just factual recall. For example, rather than asking pupils to define photosynthesis, a teacher might ask, ‘Why do plants need light for photosynthesis? Explain in your own words.’ Pupils’ responses offer immediate insight into whether any misconceptions remain.
Using assessment in this way enables teaching to be adjusted in response to what pupils reveal. This might include reteaching key concepts, providing further practice, or offering targeted support. Assessment becomes an embedded and responsive part of the learning process, helping to address misconceptions early and ensure secure foundations for progress.
Teachers are encouraged to reflect on how these strategies could be applied in their own context. The next step is to explore the active ingredients that make these approaches effective in checking prior knowledge and misconceptions, enabling all pupils to access new learning successfully.
Identifying the active ingredients 
These are the active ingredients that can be used when developing practical approaches to using assessment to check prior knowledge and misconceptions. Remember, the active ingredients are the key elements that make an approach or strategy effective. 
· Anticipate common misconceptions - identify likely misconceptions using curriculum knowledge, assessment data, and prior pupil performance.
· Design assessment to target misconceptions - create questions (e.g. MCQs, hinge questions, low stakes quizzes) that surface misconceptions rather than test recall alone.
· Probe pupil reasoning and prompt explanations - plan questions that require explanation or justification to reveal underlying thinking.
· Check understanding at key points - build checks for understanding into lessons both before and during teaching.
· Gather evidence from all pupils - use whole-class response systems to collect responses from every pupil.
· Respond to assessment evidence - adjust teaching, reteach, or provide additional practice based on assessment outcomes.
· Support pupils to revise misconceptions - provide clear feedback and model correct thinking to help pupils revise inaccurate beliefs.
These ‘active ingredients’ won’t vary but how they’re used might. It’s this blend of consistency and adaptability that makes an approach both robust and impactful.
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate how to use assessment to check prior knowledge and misconceptions. These should explicitly link to the active ingredients, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 
Click here to return to Content page


[bookmark: Section2]Using formative assessment strategies to check understanding and move learning forward
Approximate time to complete: 3 minutes 
What this looks like in practice
After introducing new content or setting a practice task, teachers often use mini whiteboards or digital tools to carry out quick checks for understanding. By viewing every pupil’s response, they can assess whether the class is ready to progress or whether certain concepts need to be revisited. This whole-class feedback supports immediate decisions about pacing, sequencing, or the need for reteaching.
During independent work, teachers circulate the classroom to observe pupils’ written responses, monitor how new learning is being applied, and offer live verbal feedback where appropriate. This feedback may be used to prompt deeper thinking, correct misconceptions, or encourage reflection. When a common issue is identified across several pupils, the teacher may pause the class to use a visualiser or engage in whole-class modelling to clarify understanding and demonstrate correct methods.
A variety of open and closed questions can be used throughout teaching to check for understanding. Cold calling may be incorporated to ensure a broad range of pupil responses, followed by elaborative prompts such as ‘How do you know?’ or ‘Can you explain?’. These follow-up questions help pupils articulate their reasoning and allow the teacher to judge the depth of understanding.
It is now useful to consider the active ingredients that enable teachers to implement these formative assessment strategies effectively to check understanding and move learning forward.
Identifying the active ingredients 
These are the active ingredients that can be used when using formative assessment strategies to check understanding and move learning forward:
· Plan opportunities for monitoring during the lesson: For example, using mini whiteboards or digital tools to quickly check for understanding, ensuring there are deliberate moments in the lesson to gather assessment data.
· Use whole-class response methods: for example, by using hinge point questions or call and response in which everyone responds at once. 
· Ask questions that probe reasoning: use elaborative prompts like "How do you know?" or "Can you explain?" to encourage pupils to explain their thinking.
· Monitor learning during independent tasks: while pupils work independently, you circulate the room observing their written work and monitoring how they are applying the new learning.
Actively circulate and observe pupils’ written work: while they are working, checking for errors, misunderstandings or gaps.
· Provide live feedback and address errors promptly
· Adjust teaching based on what is seen: for example, when you notice a common misunderstanding, you pause the class to use a visualiser or model the correct approach to clarify misconceptions before continuing.
· Use assessment evidence to plan next steps: based on the whole-class responses and individual work, you decide whether to reteach a concept, adjust the pace, or revisit content in the next lesson to address learning gaps.
Teachers may adapt how these are put into action to respond to different phases or pupil needs, but the core ingredients remain constant.
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context on how to use formative assessment strategies to check understanding and move learning forward. These should explicitly link to the active ingredients, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 

Click here to return to Content page


[bookmark: Nextsteps]Next steps: preparing for your mentoring session 
Approximate time to complete: 5 minutes 
The following next steps are suggestions of how mentors could support early career teachers to implement the learning from this elective self-study. Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to meet the needs of their context and their ECTs and to align with models or processes used in their own settings.  
Observing expert practice  
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe a colleague in your school or within your trust demonstrating how they use assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding. You may want to encourage your ECT to meet briefly with the colleague beforehand to discuss a suitable time and focus for the observation.
As they observe their colleague, they should consider where they notice the following:
1. How does the teacher check pupils’ understanding at key points in the lesson, and how are these checks designed to reveal misconceptions rather than simply test recall?
2. In what ways does the teacher probe pupils’ reasoning, for example by asking pupils to explain or justify their answers?
3. How does the teacher respond to the assessment information gathered during the lesson, such as making adjustments to teaching or providing live feedback to address misconceptions?
You may wish to discuss your ECT’s reflections at your next meeting. 

ECT reflection 
In their elective self-study 2, ECTs were asked to reflect on a scenario in relation to using assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding. Select the appropriate scenario for your phase to review it:
	 EYFS
	Primary
	Secondary
	Specialist - SEND setting
	Specialist - Alternative provision




	Schools should delete any scenarios that are not relevant to their context. 



[bookmark: EYFSScenariostart]EYFS scenario
	Mr Rand, a reception class teacher, understands that assessment plays a vital role in helping him adapt his teaching to meet the needs of his young learners. As he prepares to introduce a new topic on plants, he reflects on the importance of identifying what his pupils already know and any misconceptions they may hold. For example, from previous experience, he is aware that some children may believe that plants take food from the soil rather than make their own.
At the start of the topic, Mr Rand wants to find out what his pupils understand so far. He plans some simple activities to explore their thinking and gather evidence to inform his teaching decisions. As the topic progresses, he continues to look for ways to check understanding, respond to emerging needs and ensure all pupils are secure before introducing new ideas.
As you read the content of this elective self-study, consider how Mr Rand can use assessment at different stages of his teaching to check prior knowledge, identify misconceptions, and support all pupils to build secure understanding.
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[bookmark: primaryscenariostart]Primary scenario 
	Ms Mordecai, a primary teacher, knows that assessment helps her adapt her teaching to meet the needs of her pupils. As she prepares to start a new unit on fractions, she reflects on the importance of finding out what her class already understands. From past experience, she knows that some pupils may confuse the size of a fraction with the size of the denominator, believing that one-sixth is larger than one-third because six is a bigger number.
Before beginning the unit, Ms Mordecai plans activities that allow her to explore her pupils’ current thinking. She wants to check their understanding, uncover any misconceptions, and use this information to shape her teaching. As the lessons progress, she continues to look for opportunities to check learning, address difficulties as they arise, and ensure her pupils are secure before moving on.
As you read the content of this elective self-study, consider how Ms Mordecai can use assessment at different stages of her teaching to check prior knowledge, identify misconceptions, and ensure secure understanding for all pupils.
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[bookmark: secondaryscenariostart]Secondary scenario
	Mr Mishima, a secondary art teacher, understands that assessment helps him tailor his teaching to meet his pupils’ needs. As he prepares to introduce a project on perspective drawing, he reflects on the importance of finding out what his pupils already know. From previous experience, he knows that some pupils may believe that parallel lines never meet, struggling to grasp the concept of vanishing points and depth.
Before starting the project, Mr Mishima plans activities that give pupils the chance to demonstrate their current understanding. He wants to identify any gaps or misconceptions so that he can adapt his teaching and provide the right level of support. As the project develops, he continues to monitor understanding, address difficulties, and check that his pupils have grasped key concepts before building on them.
As you read the content of this elective self-study, consider how Mr Mishima can use assessment throughout his teaching to check prior knowledge, identify misconceptions, and support pupils in developing secure understanding and skills.
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[bookmark: SENDscenariostart]SEND setting scenario
	Mrs Clarke, a teacher in a SEND setting, knows that assessment helps her understand her pupils’ starting points and plan teaching that meets their individual needs. As she prepares to introduce the concept of halves, she reflects on the importance of exploring what her pupils already understand. She is aware that some may confuse sharing into two equal parts with simply splitting an item into any two pieces.
Before starting the learning, Mrs Clarke plans practical, hands-on activities where pupils are asked to share objects, shapes and quantities. As they work, she observes how they approach the task, listening carefully to their explanations. This helps her to spot any misconceptions and adjust her teaching accordingly. Throughout the learning sequence, she continues to check understanding through guided practice and real-life examples, ensuring that each pupil develops a secure understanding before moving on.
As you read the content of this elective self-study, consider how Mrs Clarke can use assessment at different stages to check prior knowledge, identify misconceptions, and help her pupils build secure understanding of mathematical concepts.
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[bookmark: APscenariostart]Alternative provision scenario
	Miss Soyinka teaches history in an alternative provision setting where pupils join at different points and often stay for varying lengths of time. As she prepares to begin a unit on the Industrial Revolution, she knows that her pupils have a wide range of prior knowledge and educational experiences. Some may have studied parts of the topic before, while others may be encountering it for the first time.
Before teaching begins, Miss Soyinka plans a range of short, low-stakes activities to explore what each pupil already knows. These include discussions, simple sorting tasks, and quick quizzes. She uses this information to identify gaps, clarify misconceptions, and plan appropriate starting points for each pupil. As lessons progress, she continues to check understanding regularly, using questioning, discussions and short written tasks to ensure that pupils are secure before building on new content.
As you read the content of this elective self-study, consider how Miss Soyinka can use assessment to understand her pupils’ different starting points, identify misconceptions, and support them to build secure historical knowledge despite varied prior experiences.
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You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study to help elicit their understanding and support your discussions.  
Suggested action steps
Early career teachers were prompted to identify an upcoming lesson and consider how they might implement one of the following actions, however you may wish to select an alternative step that based on your lesson observations and discussions with your ECT. In your discussion, the focus should be on identifying the active ingredients for the action step and how these will be enacted in the classroom.  
See the following examples and accompanying guidance for developing specific areas of practice. The suggested actions were also shared with ECTs. 
The active ingredients have been included to help you plan and practice the action. 
	Plan a short diagnostic task (such as a multiple-choice quiz or hinge question) that includes common misconceptions as distractors to help reveal pupils’ existing understanding and areas of misunderstanding.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
· Anticipate common misconceptions - identify likely misconceptions using curriculum knowledge, assessment data, and prior pupil performance.
· Design assessment to target misconceptions - create questions (e.g. MCQs, hinge questions, low stakes quizzes) that surface misconceptions rather than test recall alone.
· Probe pupil reasoning and prompt explanations - plan questions that require explanation or justification to reveal underlying thinking.
· Check understanding at key points - build checks for understanding into lessons both before and during teaching.
· Gather evidence from all pupils - use whole-class response systems to collect responses from every pupil.
· Respond to assessment evidence - adjust teaching, reteach, or provide additional practice based on assessment outcomes.
· Support pupils to revise misconceptions - provide clear feedback and model correct thinking to help pupils revise inaccurate beliefs.

	Identify a key point in the lesson where you will use whole-class response methods (such as mini whiteboards or digital polls) to gather evidence from all pupils and check understanding before moving on.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
· Anticipate common misconceptions - identify likely misconceptions using curriculum knowledge, assessment data, and prior pupil performance.
· Design assessment to target misconceptions - create questions (e.g. MCQs, hinge questions, low stakes quizzes) that surface misconceptions rather than test recall alone.
· Probe pupil reasoning and prompt explanations - plan questions that require explanation or justification to reveal underlying thinking.
· Check understanding at key points - build checks for understanding into lessons both before and during teaching.
· Gather evidence from all pupils - use whole-class response systems to collect responses from every pupil.
· Respond to assessment evidence - adjust teaching, reteach, or provide additional practice based on assessment outcomes.
· Support pupils to revise misconceptions - provide clear feedback and model correct thinking to help pupils revise inaccurate beliefs.

	Prepare follow-up questions that will prompt pupils to explain or justify their thinking, allowing you to probe the reasoning behind correct or incorrect answers.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness may include: 
· Plan opportunities for monitoring during the lesson
· Use whole-class response methods
· Ask questions that probe reasoning
· Monitor learning during independent tasks
Actively circulate and observe pupils’ written work while they are working, checking for errors, misunderstandings or gaps.
· Provide live feedback and address errors promptly
· Adjust teaching based on what is seen
· Use assessment evidence to plan next steps



You may also wish to select an alternative action step as a result of your observation and relating to how to use assessment to check prior knowledge and understanding that is appropriate for your own context and the needs of your pupils.
Stretch and challenge
If your ECT’s level of proficiency is high, you may want to select more than one precise action that develops their composite practice.
Lesson observation of your early career teacher
Arrange to observe your early career teaching putting the action step into practice in their classroom, focusing on the effective implementation of the active ingredients. 

The National Institute of Teaching uses the six-step observation and feedback model that is based on the work of Bambrick-Santoyo (2016)​, however, your school or trust may have their own model for observation and feedback.  
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[bookmark: Frameworkstatements]Related Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework statements 
Assessment
Learn that…
6.1. Effective assessment is critical to teaching because it provides teachers with information about pupils’ understanding and needs.
6.3. Before using any assessment, teachers should be clear about the decision it will be used to support and be able to justify its use.
6.4. To be of value, teachers use information from assessments to inform the decisions they make; in turn, pupils must be able to act on feedback for it to have an effect.
Learn how to…
Avoid common assessment pitfalls, by:
6.d. Using available evidence to accurately identify what is required for individuals to meet their next steps and use this understanding to guide teaching adjustments for sub-group and individual pupils.
Check prior knowledge and understanding during lessons, by:
6.e. Using assessments to check for prior knowledge and pre-existing misconceptions.
6.f. Structuring tasks and questions to enable the identification of knowledge gaps and misconceptions (e.g. by using common misconceptions within multiple-choice questions).
6.g. Prompting pupils to elaborate when responding to questioning to check that a correct answer stems from secure understanding.
6.h. Monitoring pupil work during lessons, including checking for misconceptions.
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[bookmark: Appendix]Appendix 
Mentor and ECT meeting template 
This template is based on the six-step observation and feedback model used by the National Institute of Teaching (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2016). Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to align with their own model for observation and feedback.  

	Check-in
Start by asking your ECT how their week has been, both in and out of school—check in on their wellbeing, workload, and energy levels. You could invite them to share any successes, challenges, or areas where they’d like support. 


	












	Praise strengths
Following the observation of your ECT this week, praise a specific area of their practice based on your observations from the lesson. This may be a previous action step that they have successfully implemented. 


	Notes 














	Probe areas for development
Based on your notes from the observation, identify an area for development linked the current focus area. You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study as part of this process to help elicit their understanding and drive the dialogic process.  

 

	Notes (include relevant dates and details from specific observations)













	Set precise actions
Having probed areas for development, elicit a precise action your ECT can implement to develop their practice relating to the focus area. Ensure it is:
· Observable – ensure it is something that can be seen during the lesson observation. 
· Practice-able – is this something that your ECT can successfully achieve? Aspirational targets should be avoided. 
· Bite-sized – the action should be granular so that ECTs can achieve it by the next observation rather than long-term, multi-faceted targets. 
· Include the ‘how’ not just ‘what’ – Success criteria will help determine how the action will be achieved. This could be written jointly with the ECT. 


	Agreed precise action 








	Plan based on actions: Work with your ECT to review and refine their chose action. This could include a script or product to be used live with pupils.  Identify success criteria together focusing on the active ingredients of the approach. Through questioning and dialogue, support your ECT to identify ways to successfully implement their action.  


	Observations of colleagues?


When will the action be implemented within the lesson?




Together, prepare a script/create a product that would be delivered live to pupils. Outline the success criteria below. You may wish to review the active ingredients highlighted in the elective self-study. 







	Practice based on plan: Practice could involve creating a product, such as a resource or it may include planning a scripted performance that would ultimately be delivered live to pupils. 
1. Review what effective delivery would look like.
2. Provide your ECT with a model or exemplar of how to implement the chosen strategy or approach before supporting them with practice. 
3. Having shared the model or exemplar with your ECTs, they should then undertake practice using the success criteria you have written together.
4. Provide feedback based on the success criteria and support your ECT as required. ​ This may involve repeating the practice until all the success criteria are successfully achieved



	Feedback: 













	Follow up: Plan a follow-up observation of your ECT to see them put their plan into action. 

Time and date agreed with ECT: 





	Observing expert practice 
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe how a colleague in your school or within your trust actively put the strategy or approach into practice. 
Notes (who, when, where)







	AOB (any other business)
Is there anything else you need to discuss with your ECT today. This could include upcoming dates in the school diary or any other areas of support they might need. 
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