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Learning Target 1: I can build a culture of trust, growth, and collaboration in my 
classroom so that students can honestly assess their progress.

Challenge #1: I haven’t developed enough of a positive culture in my classroom 
and, as a result, my students are afraid to accurately assess their understanding in 
front of other students.

TRY THIS: REFRESH YOUR CLASSROOM NORMS

Have your classroom norms become just another poster on the wall? To you, the norms may be a no-
brainer . . . of course we should “be respectful.” But for some students, the practice may be more chal-
lenging than the concept. Asking students to assess their own understanding, especially in front of other 
students, requires a safe and respectful classroom culture. It’s an essential starting place. Students will 
need to feel safe sharing their struggles in front of other students and must view making mistakes as a 
normal part of learning and growing. If students feel that they may be made fun of for assessing them-
selves honestly, they will quickly learn their own strategies to mask the struggles they may be having.

If you don’t already have classroom norms in place, it will be important to develop them. Dig into this 
topic further by viewing the two videos featured in Video Spotlight 2.2.

Video Spotlight 2.2: 

This first short video features teachers and students from multiple K–12 classrooms tapping into their 
hopes and dreams for their class in order to develop the norms they’ll live by all year.

The second video, produced by Edutopia, was filmed at King Middle School in Portland, Maine. 
Teacher Bobby Shaddox grounds his students in their class norms every day by asking his students 
what social studies will look like, sound like, and feel like when they are supporting the norms.

Video Reflection Questions
1. After viewing these videos, why do you think norms are so important to students’ ability to 

accurately and honestly check for understanding?
2. If you already have classroom norms in your classroom, what new ideas did the videos give you 

for how to use them differently during lessons?
3. If you don’t already have classroom norms in place, what steps will you take to make them a part 

of your classroom? If you need help, what resources can you draw on?

Even if you already have norms in place, it may be time to give them renewed attention. But how can you 
refresh your norms in a way that helps them come alive in your classroom and that gives students a clear 
sense of how to take greater ownership of them? Sometimes it’s as simple as engaging your class in a con-
versation about the norms. Depending on your comfort level facilitating such conversations, an open dis-
cussion of questions like “How do you think we’re doing using respectful language?” can be quite fruitful.

(a) Creating Class Norms
https://vimeo.com/124448656

(b) Fostering Belonging with Classroom Norms
https://www.edutopia.org/video/fostering-  belonging-  classroom-  norms
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Or, you may decide it will be more productive for you and your students to use a protocol that will 
get them talking to each other or engaging physically with their reflection on the norms. Table 2.2 lists 
a few protocols you can use to engage students in self-assessing their own progress toward upholding 
each norm. (Note: Protocols are explored more fully in the pages that follow.)

TRY THIS: USE GROWTH-ORIENTED STATEMENTS

Checking for understanding will inevitably lead to some students initially faltering. How you and your 
students respond to missteps has a singular influence on the climate of trust in the classroom. Students 
need to know that it’s okay for them to make mistakes. They also need to know that, ultimately, they 
are accountable for learning from those mistakes and setting things right. Using growth-oriented lan-
guage will support your students to see mistakes as an opportunity to learn. Here are some phrases 
you can try:1

• Mistakes grow your brain.

• It is really important to make mistakes.

1 Retrieved from: http://motionmathgames.com/say-wrong-answer-while-encouraging-growth-mindsets

Table 2.2 Sample protocols for assessing progress on classroom norms

Protocol Description and Use

Back-to-Back and 
Face-to-Face

Pairs of students start off standing back-to-back. When asked a question (usually by the teacher) 
they think briefly about their response and, when instructed, turn face-to-face. Each student then 
answers the question in turn, listening carefully when his or her partner is speaking.

When discussing norms, possible questions/prompts might include:

• “How are we doing as a class upholding our norm _______?”
• “How do you personally feel you have done upholding our norm _____?”
• “Give your partner two examples of how you upheld _____ norm this week/month/semester.”
• “Give you partner two examples you saw of one of your classmates upholding the norm 

______ this week/month/semester.”

Thumb-ometer When asked a question, students respond with a thumbs up, sideways, or down to indicate 
agreement or disagreement (or something in between). This protocol generally does not involve 
conversation; it is best used to give students and teachers a quick pulse-check.

Possible norms-based questions/prompts might include:

• I sat with someone at lunch that I don’t normally sit with.
• I took time today to acknowledge the effort of one of my classmates.
• I participated actively in my small group work today.

Fishbowl A Fishbowl protocol can be used versatilely in many kinds of lessons. In the inner circle a lesson 
or discussion takes place, while in the outer circle students observe. These observers are process 
checkers and have some kind of question to keep in mind as the discussion or lesson proceeds (e.g., 
are boys and girls participating equally?). Fishbowls are a nice opportunity to blend academics and 
norms and help students see that they aren’t separate entities in the classroom. The inner circle can 
be discussing academic content while the outer circle is checking in on the norms. The following list 
of possible questions/prompts shows how academics and norms can be blended using a Fishbowl:

• What body language did you observe in students who were listening while others spoke?
• Place a check beside the names of students who speak during the discussion. At the end of 

the discussion tally the check marks. Did everyone in the circle speak during the discussion? 
Did anyone speak more than once? If so, what was the highest number of checks?

• What evidence did you see of students building off of other students’ comments during the 
discussion?

• What evidence did you see of students citing evidence from their text when making points 
during the discussion?
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• The best way to improve is to learn from mistakes.

• It’s great to challenge yourself.

• Easy is a waste of time.

• I love to learn from mistakes.

• Working hard grows your brain.

• You’re pushing yourself, which is excellent, but you’ve made a mistake. Try again.

• You’ve made an interesting mistake. What can you learn from it?

TRY THIS: ASK A COLLEAGUE TO OBSERVE YOUR NORMS IN ACTION

It can be hard to assess progress without objective feedback. As you work to build a positive culture for 
checking for understanding in your classroom, consider inviting a fellow teacher or administrator to 
observe your class and look for two things:

1. Evidence of students upholding the classroom norms (see Figure 2.1 for a simple form an observer 
might use)

We spied this poster at The Franklin School of Innovation in Asheville, North Carolina. When students 
use self-talk that demonstrates and reinforces growth, they begin to view checking for understanding 
as a way to help them learn and grow, not just to comply with teacher directions.

Photo credit: Anne Vilen
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2. Evidence of growth-oriented language between you and your students and among students 
themselves

After the observation is complete, reflect on the observation data and ask yourself:

• What specific examples do I see of students upholding classroom norms?

• If some norms are obviously not being upheld, what can I do to refresh expectations and give 
 students a chance to practice?

• What specific things did I say to foster students’ growth mindset?

• In what ways did students encourage each other?

• How will I use learning targets and checking for understanding in an upcoming lesson to encour-
age all of my students to grow?

Challenge #2: My students don’t view learning as a collaborative effort. They 
don’t want to share their work or talk with other students about what they know.

TRY THIS: USE PROTOCOLS TO HELP STUDENTS WORK TOGETHER PRODUCTIVELY 
AND COLLABORATIVELY

Protocols are an excellent way for students to practice talking with each other about any number of 
 topics, including classroom norms (see Challenge #1) and academic content.

Norm Evidence (include student names)

Figure 2.1 Sample form for observing students upholding classroom norms 
SOURCE: This document is available in the online toolbox at http://www.wiley.com/go/lotolcompanion.

The Leaders of Their Own Learning Companion: New Tools and Tips for Tackling the Common Challenges of  Student-Engaged Assessment. 
Copyright 2020 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

https://www.wiley.com/en-us/The+Leaders+of+Their+Own+Learning+Companion%3A+New+Tools+and+Tips+for+Tackling+the+Common+Challenges+of+Student+Engaged+Assessment-p-9781119596721



