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How Do I Keep Track of My Students’ Different 
Strengths and Next Steps as Readers?

Assessing is one thing. Keeping track of all your formative assessment observations, 

notes, and insights is another. The power of formative assessment will only be fully 

realized if you either use it to teach in the moment or have a record to refer to that 

will inform future teaching.

There are many methods for keeping track of your formative assessment notes. The 

best method for formative assessment note-taking is the method that you will stick 

with consistently over time. Some teachers prefer a digital route while others use 

paper and pen. Over the years, I have tried many different methods for note-taking, 

and only one has stuck for me: paper notes in a binder or on a clipboard.

Keeping my trusty clipboard by my side during reading time has helped me take 

notes at a moment’s notice. Whether I am working with students in small groups, 

engaging in a reading conference, or even listening in during a partner talk portion 

of a lesson, my clipboard is at-the-ready to house all of my ongoing formative 

assessment observations, notes, and insights.

I find three different forms to be useful and needed when keeping formative 

assessment notes. All of these are available in the appendices:

1 A class list with checkboxes

2 Three Goals Formative Assessment Form

3 Individual student assessment forms

CLASS LIST WITH CHECKBOXES

The class list with checkboxes (Appendix H) enables you to keep track of how often 

you have met with students. It’s a great tool for jotting the date of each time you 

confer or meet in a small group with a student. What I find most useful about this 

tool is that you can easily see who you have and haven’t met with each week. In the 

image on page 112, you can see which students I have met with most frequently and 

who I still need to meet with. Not all students will need to meet with you at the same 

frequency, but all students do need to meet with you in conferences or small groups 

each week.
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Class checkbox grid over three weeks of conferring and small groups

THREE GOALS FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT FORM

Before you start each reading unit, consider selecting three learning targets that 

your entire class will master by the end of the unit. While every student will work 

toward more than three goals and most will master more than three goals, the 

goals chosen before the start of the unit will be the ones your reading community 

collectively works toward as a group. At the start of the unit, formatively assess 

students and write their names in pencil in the appropriate boxes on the Three 

Goals Formative Assessment Form (see Appendix I). Depending on the goals 

you choose, this can usually be done with a quick check-in conference with each 
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student. As children grow and progress throughout the unit, erase their names and 

write them in the top box. The goal at the end of the unit is to have all children’s 

names in the top boxes.

Three Goals Formative Assessment Form at the beginning and end of a unit. Notice how growth 
is recorded over time by moving the student names in the columns. Also notice that the teacher 
jotted next steps in the side margin after seeing that two students still need support in one area.

INDIVIDUAL STUDENT ASSESSMENT FORM

The assessment form I use to keep specific details about individual students’ 

strengths and needs is the Individual Student Assessment Form (Appendix J). 

I keep one form per student on my clipboard. To easily find a student’s page on the 

clipboard, I place a small sticky note with the student’s name or number on the side 

of the page.

This form is adapted from a form Kari Yates and I created in To Know and Nurture a 

Reader (2018). The form is a four-square grid where you can keep assessment notes 

about four specific areas of reading. You will decide which four areas to formatively 

assess over a period of time, depending on your current reading unit or every month 

or so. Some general examples of what four things may be assessed are as follows:

 Book choice, reading habits, strategic process, authentic response (Yates & 

Nosek, 2018)

 Decoding, fluency, basic comprehension, extended thinking
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There are times in the classroom when you’ll need to be more specific with your 

formative assessment, so the terms you write in the grid will be less general, such as 

in these examples:

 Primary grades: reading material organization, reading stamina, talk about 

text, talk about own ideas

 Upper grades: stating a detailed opinion, using evidence to support the 

opinion, acknowledging a counter opinion, stating a reasoned rebuttal

Notes about formative assessment observations and teaching with one student

Consistent use of these three forms over time will support your work in spotting 

patterns in your students’ strengths and next steps. Based on what you notice, you 

will be able to create more effective small groups and tailor your instruction to meet 

your students’ unique strengths and needs. For example, if you notice after two 

weeks of consistent formative assessment note-taking that four students still need 

support with a specific skill that the rest of the class has mastered, you can form a 

small group of those four to support their specific needs.
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