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Formative assessment provides a powerful opportunity to support academic success for our Multilingual 
learners (MLL) and culturally diverse learners during remote learning and beyond. Defining formative 
assessment requires a brief review of the research. After many years of conflicting viewpoints about 
what constitutes formative assessment, there is emerging consensus about the definition describing 
formative assessment as1, 
 

 “the process of monitoring student knowledge and understanding during instruction in 
order to give useful feedback and make timely changes in instruction to ensure maximal 
student growth.”2 

Although this definition adequately reflects current conceptions about formative assessment, what does 
it mean for remote instruction and learning? 

An essential instructional component for MLLs is social interaction. Social interaction is fundamental to 
all learning, particularly in the early stages of language learning and acquisition --as it is through 
interaction with others that ideas are developed, language is acquired, and eventually internalized by 
the learner. This process, like an apprenticeship, is one in which teachers invite learners to engage in 
activity with others, provide models of how to enact the behaviors in the activity, and provide the 
support needed for learners to practice and eventually appropriate these practices to themselves as 
their own3. Increasing collaboration enhances learning outcomes and reduces the potential for learner 
isolation that can occur in the remote learning environment. However, each of these elements rests on 
establishing a remote learning community that provides opportunity for learners to extend and deepen 
their knowledge, share their experiences, test out new ideas by sharing them with a supportive group, 
and receive critical and constructive feedback.4 

Increasing Social Interaction During Remote Learning 

One approach to effectively increase social interaction is through fostering high-quality academic 
discourse for the purpose of close observation. This approach yields opportunities for formative 
assessment5 and immediate and appropriate actionable feedback.  

 
1 Bailey, A. L., & Heritage, M. (2008). Formative assessment for literacy: Grades K–6. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press 
2 Hickey, D. T. (2011). A gentle critique of formative assessment and a participatory alternative. In P. Noyce & D. T. Hickey (Eds.), 
New frontiers in formative assessment (pp. 207-222). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press. 
3 Walqui, 2006 retrieved from, www.nysed.gov/bilingual-ed/topic-brief-2-quality-student-interactions-why-are-they-crucial-
language-learning-and 
4 Palloff, Rena M., and Keith Pratt. Collaborating online: Learning together in community. Vol. 32. John Wiley & Sons, 2010. 
5 Miller, Andrew. “Formative Assessment in Distance Learning.” Edutopia, George Lucas Educational Foundation, 7 Apr. 2020, 
www.edutopia.org/article/formative-assessment-distance-learning. 
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The following indicators help to assess what you and your team may already have in place, and what 
may need to be developed or refined:  
 

Take a moment to scan each one of these indicators outlined in the table below.  
• Are these indicators in place?  
• Do some of the indicators warrant more investigation and support for implementation? 

 

✔ Indicator  How  Resources  

 

 

Increase quantity and 
quality of student 
interaction and discussion 
in the remote setting 

Topics worthy of talking about: Design and enhance units and 
lessons to address universal concepts, themes, and generalizations. 
Include investigation and exploration though structured discourse 
with an emphasis on speaking and listening.  
 
Structure student discourse to observe conversations, analyze 
exchange, and language usage.  
 
It is essential to have clear learning and language targets for MLLs 
that are both grade-level and standards derived – especially in 
remote learning.  
 

Examples of 
Universal Themes 
@SDSU.edu 
 
Critical Thinking for 
MLLs 
 
Tools for Academic 
Conversations   

 
Manageable Formative 
Assessment  

The entire point of formative assessment is to develop a mutual 
process (between learner and teacher) throughout the learning 
progression/sequence.  
 
When designing virtual/remote learning formative assessments 
and feedback -steer clear of point values that might discourage 
learners. Instead, encourage progress that can empower learners 
to experience agency and autonomy of their own learning.  

Tips for Formative 
Assessment & 
Feedback in Remote 
Learning for MLLs 

 
Goal checks and 
Conferencing 
 

(Note about time ⧗: These 
techniques feel like they 
take a lot of time- 
however the impact on 
return to the time spent 
far outweighs the initial 
concern) 

Upon completion of a learning sequence provide learners 
opportunity to share where they see themselves in the learning 
progression and in relation to the targets and success criteria.   
 
Design personal check-ins to mutually determine where they have 
achieved, observe evidence of learning, and ask about how far 
they’ve progressed in their own learning (self-assess).  
 
Beyond written statements/feedback, consider quick-checks and 
ongoing virtual conferencing. These can be scheduled in break-out 
sessions and during specific meeting times to target language 
progression.  

Virtual Check-in 
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Academic Discourse Structure and Descriptors 

Select high-quality content, prompts, and texts for classroom conversations. Academic discourse 
strengthens your students’ literacy skills, nurtures critical thinking, and creates a respectful (virtual) 
classroom climate. You can implement these strategies with any academic content (i.e., creative 
expression, video analysis, text analysis, writing support, classroom discussion, creative expression, 
image analysis, and synthesis). Teachers observe learners as they are participating in the activities. 
Students utilize receptive listening strategy 

●  4Ls: (Look, Lean, Lower voice, Listen) 
Students accountability structures 

● Establish and Revisit Norms- Know who is to speak first, next and so forth. 
● Value each other’s thinking by giving affirmation to each other when appropriate. 
● Know each other’s partners or group and the role within that partnership or group.  
● Possible Roles: Facilitator, Timekeeper, Process Checker, Supporter, Team Leader, 

Recorder/Reporter, Resource Manager 
 Students are allotted lengths of think time aligned to depth of thinking required by the question 

● Practice: take time to make sense of prompt/question, learners revisit text and notes, practice 
using language supports, rearticulate vocabulary and disciplinary terms, clarify multiple meaning 
words, locate resource/citations 

● Time allotment: Allow additional processing time for high order, open-ended questions  
Students are provided time for second partner to participate equally in academic discourse 

● Conversation includes both students in a pair participating equally in the conversation (building 
on one another’s ideas, stronger and clearer each time6)  

● Signal, timer, or sound tool is provided to provide time to ensure second student to respond 
● Utilize small groups, targeted time, and breakout options on virtual meets  

Students access appropriate linguistic supports to refine their ideas (virtual charts):  Students have 
access to purposeful linguistic supports that are aligned to text and discipline available, 

● Graphic organizers tailored to the activity and topic  
● Language Resources for Discourse for speaking and writing (see below) 
● Rubrics 
● Provide Rehearsal Time 
● Vocabulary in Context Log (disciplinary terms needed for the task) 
● Word Bank/Word Wall 
● Note Taking Guide 
● Picture/Objects/Experiences/Multimedia 
● Targeted Academic and Disciplinary Language Displayed 

Students use appropriate turn allocation 
● During online session - Facilitator balances conversation, pause, stop and ask clarifying 

questions, knowing when to allow others to take turns, use of accountability talk structures, 
learners validate each other’s ideas 

 
6 https://jeffzwiers.org/tools 
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Focus on the Quality of Academic Discourse 
Students’ conversations are focused on the knowledge, skills, and language of the learning objective 

• Academic discourse is aligned with grade level standards and grade level analytical practices 
• Academic discourse question is aligned with grade level standards and practices 

Students respond to higher-order questions  
• Open-ended question(s) 
• Questions require evidence, explanations, justification, and/or strategic thinking 
• Questions worth answering/worthy of discussion  

 Students use academic language connected to the lesson 
• Language/vocabulary connected to that day’s lesson 
• Discipline-specific vocabulary and high-utility academic vocabulary 
• Language from the text 
• Language of the genre 

Students use evidence from the text type: purpose, structure, and language features 
• Each genre (i.e., explanation, arguments, narrative) have a specific purpose, structure and 

language features that are specific to that genre 
Students build on ideas from previous partner/group’s ideas 

• Students listen to partner or group members to understand and build on conversation. 
• Conversation should be additive and seek to improve clarity, evidence, and strengthen claim 

Students implement academic talk structures to shift the register of the conversation 
• Scaffolds to move the conversation from informal to more formal, or scholarly, register 

 

Example Language Resources and Supports   
(can be used as a digital chart) 

Sharing your Thinking: 

● Based on the data/ pattern/ structure I see _____. 
● The solution is reasonable because _____. 
● The solution demonstrates/ is evidence that _____. 
● Based on _____, I can estimate/ reason/ justify ____ because _____. 

Building on an Idea: 

● I see what you’re saying. Would that also mean _____? 
● I’d like to add something. I think (that) _____. 
● Yes, that is true, but it is also true that _____. 
● I see what you’re saying, but I think that _____. 

Asking for Clarification: 

● What made you think that? 
● What do you think about _____? 
● What do you think _____ represents? 
● Is there another way of looking at this? 
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Types of Questions for Fishbowl and Socratic Seminar  

A real-life question connects the text to the real world. These questions ask for specific connections or 
pose an essential question to readers using a “What would you do” approach. 

A big ideas question(s) address the “big ideas” of the text. Consider ideas, themes, and motifs. Then, ask 
a question that asks the author’s message or purpose about those ideas. Usually, these questions begin 
with “What,” but they could also ask “How” or “Why.” 

An open-ended question does not have a definitive answer. It requires insightful interpretation of the 
text. This is a question that different people would answer in different ways, with different pieces of 
evidence and different lenses of thinking. Usually, these questions start with “How” or “Why.” 

A literary analysis question requires the examination of the author's choices. Consider characters, plot, 
ideas, and structure. This question should ask why the author made a specific choice and what the 
impact/effect of the choice was. Usually, these questions start with “Why did [author] choose to…” 

A dissection question requires the analysis of an essential quote--but not one that is straightforward and 
easy to comprehend. The quote you choose should be “open to interpretation,” with complex word 
choice. Usually, these questions start with “What does [author] mean by…” 

A text-to-text question encourages a comparison to a different text or idea studied in class. Think about 
a thematically relevant text. This could be a song, poem, article, etc. Whatever text you choose, you 
must select a key excerpt/quote that will serve as the basis for comparison, so that others can analyze 
the connections. 

Question Variations http://problemsolving.engin.umich.edu/strategy/cthinking.htm 
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