
Welcome to “Developing Functional High-Quality IEPs for PreK Children,” a series of 

online modules for early childhood professionals, practitioners, and caregivers. This 

is Module 2, “The North Carolina Formative Assessment Process,” presented by the 

North Carolina Early Learning Network, a joint project of the Office of Early 

Learning/Exceptional Children Division, North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction and the UNC Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute.
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The objective of this module is to support professionals, such as teachers, 

caregivers and practitioners, as well as families, in understanding how the formative 

assessment process works in the preschool classroom, including the North Carolina 

Balanced Assessment System and the Formative Assessment Cycle.
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Before we begin, here are some tips for navigating through this module:
1. Play controls are located in the bottom left corner. You can click on the pause button at any 

time to stop the presentation. When you are ready to proceed, you will see that the pause 
button is now the play button; simply press play to continue. Some slides in this presentation 
are set to automatically stop, in order to give you time to finish an activity, take notes, or think 
about information that was just presented. When you are ready to continue, you will click this 
play button.

2. The forward and backward buttons will jump one slide forward or back.
3. You can click on the time bar to move forward within that slide. There is also a volume button 

at the end of the time bar. By clicking on the speaker, then sliding the control up or down, you 
can adjust the volume. 

4. Next to the volume button is the attachments button. By clicking on the paper clip icon, you 
can see a list of handouts for this module. Clicking on the links will open the documents so that 
you can view and/or print them. 

5. Next is the full-screen view. Clicking on this button will alternately hide or display the right-side 
menu.

6. On the right are tabs to view the table of contents, script, or search through the script for a 
word or phrase. In the outline view, you can click on any of the slides to jump to that slide. By 
clicking on the tabs at the top, you can navigate between views. For example, the Notes tab will 
show you the script for each slide. 

7. Lastly, you may want to have pen and paper handy for jotting down any thoughts, ideas, or 
reflections. A printable version of this presentation is included in the handouts for this module. 
You may use this for taking notes or future reference. It can be downloaded via the 
attachments button in the bottom corner. 

When you are ready to begin the presentation, please click the play button. 
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In North Carolina formative assessment is defined as a process used by teachers and 

students during instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning 

to improve students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes. This definition is 

based on the standard set by the Council of Chief State School Officers. You can find more 

information on the handout via the attached documents, as well as in the references at the 

end of this module.
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Early childhood researchers and practitioners consider instruction in the natural 

environment to be an effective approach for delivering instruction to young children with 

disabilities. In the natural learning environment, formative assessment makes use of 

everyday events, activities, and consequences as a context in which to teach specific skills. 

In the instructional context, formative assessment includes observation of routine events 

and everyday activities, based on the child’s interest or engagement, which occur in a 

variety of settings. The information obtained from formative assessment is critical in 

developing Individual Education Programs (IEPs) for children with disabilities and when 

monitoring progress on IEP goals.
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Formative assessment of a young child’s skills happens in real life settings with their family, 

culture and community, rather than in isolation. It takes place during activities and 

routines, and relies on information collected from all professionals and caregivers who 

know the child well and have observed the child’s ongoing development and learning. The 

formative assessment process guides instruction by identifying gaps in instruction and 

learning, and provides an opportunity to reflect on the integration of skills across settings.
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Formative assessment is also a moment-by-moment analysis of a child’s progress, and is 

integral to planning the next step in their educational program.  In 2013, NC State School 

Superintendent June Atkinson compared instruction to planning a trip: It is important to 

know where you are now, where you are going, how you will get there, and how you will 

know when have arrived.  Effective instruction relies on being able to make changes to 

instruction based on the child’s responses, while formative assessment helps by providing 

immediate feedback and integrating assessment into instruction. Think of it like this: 

formative assessment is like GPS  (Global Position System); it reconfigures the route when 

there is a roadblock on the child’s path to success on a particular task. Using formative 

assessment, the teacher will note the roadblock, provide immediate feedback in order to 

help the child get back on track, and move him or her toward the targeted goal.  
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Formative assessment should focus on the strengths of what the child can do, not on what 

the child cannot do. Formative assessment must be:

Functional. It needs to identify progress on essential skills needed to participate in daily 

activities and routines. 

It needs to be Frequent. Data should be collected often to measure and record progress. 

Formative assessment can occur throughout the day in every learning opportunity.

It needs to be Observable.  Documentation should be collected on daily performance 

through work samples, task completion, frequency checks or observations.

It needs to be Realistic and relevant. Data collection should be based on age-appropriate 

development and skills, should target skills the child needs in order to participate 

successfully in the learning environment, and should make progress toward age-

appropriate functioning.

It should be Measurable. Data  should be recorded about the skills in order to show growth 

and progress over time.

And it should be Timely.  Formative assessment should be based on the relevant skills the 

child needs to know in order to move on to the next developmental level. Since teachers 

collect portfolio data, using this same data in a formative assessment process should not 

require more of the teacher’s time. Formative assessment should include various methods 

of collecting data such as anecdotal notes, observation, child work samples, oral 

descriptions of work products, and related service provider and parent input. Formative 

assessment data should also be used in a timely manner to plan for and carry out 

instruction for the child. 
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Formative assessment also shifts our focus away from the specific skills a child 

demonstrates in specific situations and toward a more holistic and functional picture of the 

child. Formative assessment follows the child’s progress from learning a new skill to 

generalizing the skill and using that skill independently across settings. For example,

instead of noticing whether or not a child can make eye contact, smile and give hugs, we 

begin to notice how the child uses those skills to initiate affection with the important 

people in his or her life. Formative assessment helps the teacher, as well as the child, to 

know what we want the child to do, how well we want the child to do it, and when the 

child has succeeded in doing what we want him or her to do.
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The formative assessment cycle is a process with clear learning targets and criteria for 

success. This cycle incorporates data collection and analysis with descriptive feedback and 

adjustments to the instruction as needed based on the child’s progress and success.  In this 

diagram, the arrows show how this cycle allows for the process to begin with any of these 

areas.  For example, a teacher may use collected data to determine the next learning 

target. She may also use feedback to determine that she needs to collect more data on a 

specific skill for a child.
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Based on formal observation, conversations and work samples, formative assessment uses 

planned instructionally embedded techniques to inform and adjust instruction. One 

example is the use of the KWL Chart, a graphic organizer designed to help in learning. The 

letters KWL are an acronym for what a child already knows, what they want to know, and 

what they ultimately learn. By using these as the base, a KWL chart helps teachers increase 

a child’s learning by asking what the child already knows, so that together they can build on 

that knowledge and make connections to the new information. Tools like the KWL chart 

also help assess learning within the classroom and help to determine the next steps for the 

child. 

More information about the KWL chart can be found in the handouts via the attached 

documents button, and in the references at the end of this module.
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Clear learning targets are those that can be accomplished in 1 or 2 lessons, using small

steps that are easily understood by the child. When used during instruction, formative 

assessment helps children reach their specific learning targets. It should answer the 

questions, ”‘Where is the child now?”, “Where is he/she going?”, and “How will we know 

when he/she gets there?”. For example, when a preschool student runs across the room,

the teacher can use that opportunity to review a classroom rule, such as “Use walking 

feet!”. The teacher could ask the student, “Why do we need to use walking feet?”. The

student might respond, “because we might get hurt if we run.”  The teacher could then say, 

“It helps us…”, which cues the student to respond, “be safe.” Or a group lesson on sharing 

could be followed by the teacher asking the children to practice sharing with others during 

center time.  She could tell the children, “After lunch today, I want you to tell me what you 

did to share.” Lather that afternoon, the teacher could prompt “Can you tell me what you 

shared and with whom?”. The children’s responses would tell how they used their sharing 

skills. Reviewing the KWL chart is another good way to gather feedback and reflect on 

what has been learned, what needs to be learned and to evaluate and develop the next 

steps to be taken.
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The data gathered on formative assessment learning targets can also be used with an age-

referencing tool to guide instruction. It is important to compare the information we collect 

about a child with the skills and behaviors demonstrated by same-age peers who are 

developing according to age expectations. Data should be collected often enough to show 

patterns across developmental domains. This data should paint a picture of the whole 

child. The use of an age-referencing tool then places the child’s observed level of 

functioning on a developmental continuum. Age-referencing helps identify the next steps 

for the child’s development– steps that will help the child move closer to age-level 

functioning. Understanding the child’s level of functioning is critical to the accurate use of 

the Child Outcomes Summary Form to generate data for federal reporting purposes. The 

NC Foundations for Early Learning and Development describes skills expected for children 

at various age ranges in all developmental domains and serves as a reference for 

determining the extent to which children demonstrate functioning that is at age-level, 

slightly below age-level, or like that of a much younger child.  The NC Foundations for Early 

Learning and Development and the Early Childhood Outcomes brochure are available via 

the attached documents button, or the Early Learning Network website, listed in the 

references at the end of this module. 
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Formative assessment is an on-going process- not a single event or test. For example, although 
standardized tests are important, they do not provide enough information to form a well-rounded 
picture of a child’s skill level.  No single type of assessment can meet every purpose or provide all 
the information needed for every level of decision making. This is one reason it is important to 
focus on a balanced assessment system.

Formative assessment is the basis of a balanced assessment system. It provides information about 
each individual child and should be used to drive instruction, allowing the teacher to know how well 
the child is progressing.

The next level of a balanced assessment system is benchmark testing. Benchmark assessments can 
be conducted at the district or state level and are conducted periodically throughout the year, 
between and among instructional units of study. For children in preschool, this includes progress 
reports on the general curriculum, such as Creative Curriculum quarterly reports. For older 
students, this includes activities such as school-level math or reading assessments. 

The top level of a balanced assessment system is summative assessments. Summative assessments 
can be compared with end of grade tests: they are cumulative assessments used to determine the 
progress schools or programs make for each grade level or in specific academic areas across the 
district and state. They are conducted annually, as close to the end of the school year as possible. 
Aggregated summative assessment data are important for accountability purposes at the federal 
and state levels. It is important to remember that while policy makers and administrators need 
small samples of information about many students, teachers need a lot of information about each 
individual student.
Although teachers need to know their individual students' standardized test results, they will 
depend much more on the data that comes from standards-aligned individual daily assessment. 
Therefore, summative assessments become increasingly less appropriate in guiding decisions about 
children’s learning on the individual or local level. 
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To review, formative assessment is the process of gathering information for the purpose of 

making decisions and includes observation of the child’s interests, skills and knowledge. It 

is based on clear learning targets, collection and documentation of data and descriptive 

feedback which influences instruction. It also allows the teacher to know where the child is 

now, where they are going and how to close the gap between the two. Formative 

assessment allows you to gather valuable, authentic information. This information is used 

to inform instructional planning and to facilitate meaningful communication with parents. 

Sharing this information about the child’s development, success, and targeted progress 

empowers families and encourages their engagement in assuring their children’s academic 

success.

Once you understand the value of authentic information gathered from a formative 

assessment, this knowledge can also be applied to other evaluation techniques and 

instruction, to approach it in ways that are child and family friendly. 
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Now let’s see what you’ve learned. Answer the following multiple choice questions with 

the best answer. Click on the answer you want, then the submit button to see if you were 

right. There is a printable version of the quiz for you to use to track your answers for future 

reference, or to discuss with your supervisor. It is available via the attached documents 

button. 

Press the play button when you are ready to begin. 
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How did you do? Review the answers here, then press the play button to continue. 
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How did you do on the last two questions? Review the answers here, then press the play 

button to continue. 
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If needed, you may print this certificate as proof of having completed this module. It is 

available for you to download via the attached documents button.



As stated earlier, these resources can help you explore more about formative assessment

and its tools. The list here is also available in the handouts via the attached documents 

button. 
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This presentation was adapted from presentations originally created by staff from the 

National Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center (NECTAC) and the Western Regional 

Resource Center (WRRC), and was reviewed by staff from the South Eastern Regional 

Resource Center (SERRC), the Early Childhood Outcomes Center (ECO) and the Department 

of Defense/Army Early Instruction Services.  
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