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Investigating contemporary issues in Secondary Education
The role of Assessment for Learning in achieving quality feedback for pupils
Secondary Education in Wales encounters many issues which schools are focused on in order to improve the experiences and attainment of pupils across the country. Schools are guided by Estyn in which areas of a pupils education need to be improved and how well they are meeting the expectations set out for them by Estyn themselves in conjunction with the Welsh Government  (Estyn, 2019).
The issue that I am focusing on in this report is the contemporary issue of assessment for learning, with a particular focus on feedback. Feedback to pupils is an issue recognised by Estyn judged under their inspection area of Care, Support and Guidance. Alone it is not possible to give feedback without having something worthwhile to give feedback on; an idea summarised in Assessment for Learning: Putting it into Practice (Black, et al., 2003) that assessment is what provides teachers with the information to give feedback, which is why I will also be addressing the wider topic of Assessment for Learning and the part that feedback has in this pedagogical topic.
Assessment and subsequent feedback is an important target for schools to work towards because it provides pupils with the information they need in which to improve in the future (Black, 1998). However, it is important that the feedback given is of a high quality or this will negate the usefulness of it. Research has shown that effective assessment can significantly improve learning by the equivalent of a GCSE grade (Assessment Reform Group, 1999). Black and William conducted research on the role of effective assessment on pupils and discovered that this improvement was even more significant for pupils who were low-achieving and that one of the key areas to achieve this improvement was for pupils to be provided with effective feedback (Black, 1998). The importance of feedback is also noted by Muijs and Reynolds (Reynolds, 2011) who themselves recognised the importance of what Black and William had researched.
With so much of education focused on the performance of pupils in classes, assessment for learning holds an important place within school practice (Assessment Reform Group, 1999). Not only due to the research results gathered by Black and William but because assessment for learning is concerned with more than just academia; it encourages looking at the whole pupil and recognising all achievements (Gardner, et al., 2012).
[bookmark: _GoBack]The decision to investigate this issue comes directly from the placement school I attended for my first placement (which I shall refer to in this essay as School A). Observation of this School A’s School Improvement Plan (SIP) (Appendix 1) outlined which areas it decided were the most important with regards to improvement. School A updates their SIP every year and continues with a theme of looking at shorter targets and longer term goals which look ahead to the next three years.
School A’s SIP has two recommendations which have been directly lifted from the most recent Estyn report (Estyn, 2016). These recommendations are “Improving the quality of written feedback and pupils response to it” and to “Improve arrangements to develop pupils' Welsh language skills” (Appendix 1). 
In addition to these two recommendations School A also has five key priorities in their long term strategic plan for improvement. These key priorities are to raise standards of achievement across the whole school but with a particular focus for key stage 4 (KS4); To improve the quality of teaching; To provide all pupils with an innovative and engaging curriculum; To improve pupils attitudes towards learning and to curate a strong leadership throughout the school. These five targets have all been approached with a look to the future success of the school by outlining a 3 year plan to monitor and address whether they are actually on the path to improvement. (Appendix 1) 
Furthermore to these five targets, School A outlines seven main targets which are based on results to provide a measure of improvement. These main targets look at L2+, Capped 9 and WBQ as well as non-educational standards such as attendance. School A has used these levels to inform their target setting for the five key priorities and to design success criteria’s to measure any improvement. In conclusion, School A’s SIP looks at two areas; professional learning and curriculum for learning. Within the area of professional learning School A has recognised five priorities to develop and evolve teaching standards through leadership support and training. For curriculum for learning there are seven priorities to provide a balanced and broad curriculum for pupils whilst improving standards and providing a curriculum with a clear focus. (Appendix 1) 
For the most recent Estyn report of School A (Estyn, 2016), their outlook was good, having been awarded a double excellent for current standards and prospects for improvement. This aside, there is still always room for improvement and it is evident from the detailed and thorough approach to strategic planning that School A has, that they take improvement very seriously, and even include a target for strengthening the schools own strategic planning methods.(Appendix 1)
Unfortunately School A did not have a recent Department Improvement Plan (DIP) available as it was currently in development. It would have been valuable to see how the departments targets and goals aligned with the schools own SIP.  
Schools in general are always looking to improve, this is why the Welsh Government provide guidance (The Welsh Government, 2018) for schools to look at standards and methods for improvement and Estyn also provide assessment of a schools prospects for future improvement (Estyn, 2019). Most schools use their Estyn reports to decide which areas they need to improve on as these are clearly set out as recommendations when the report is completed. Even in cases such as School A, Estyn will find areas that need improvement no matter how good their prospects currently are. In School A’s example, they used this report to inform the majority of their strategic planning within the SIP (Estyn, 2016).
School’s take a varied approach to strategic planning. Some schools embrace the structure and guidance which can be achieved through successful strategic planning whilst others focus on solely the short term because teaching is faced with such uncertainty (Knight, 1997). The importance of strategic planning to further the standards of a school is therefore debated.  
Strategy is described by Johnson and Scholes (Johnson, 2006) as the long term overview of an organisation (in this case a school) which will strive to improve and change to benefit its stakeholders (or pupils) by effective use of ideas and resources. This definition is echoed by Quinn (Mintzberg, 1995) where it is described as using an organisations resources to determine a plan of action which serves the whole, with these being decided based upon identification of where the organisation is not up to scratch. Specifically in relation to planning with schools, Davies and Ellison (Davies, 1999) state that this plan of action is a response to schools drawing up a futures perspective, a sentiment shared by Knight (Knight, 1997) who suggests that planning is the roadmap to achieving this perspective and what strategies will be employed to get there.
Strategic planning therefore is an informed proposal which looks at which areas require improvement and what resources are available in order to implement any changes that are required for improvement.
Davies and Ellison (Davies, 1999) describe the importance of medium and long term planning. Medium to long term planning is described as improvements and goals which look forward about three to five years. Davies and Ellison stress that this is important despite many schools not taking this approach because they feel school pace is too quick and uncertain to be able to concretely plan so far in advance. Knight (Knight, 1997) is in agreement with Davies and Ellison when he declares that the situation in schools mirror that of many workplaces where managers are focused on the now, not planning for what may happen in the future. All concur that many schools planning consists of a response to what is the current situation in the school and does not take a long term focus. 
Davies and Ellison (Davies, 1999) suggest the way to overcome this is for schools to pick a limited number of areas to improve which have broad headings. This enables a longer term focus which is useful to schools because it is easier to understand without getting bogged down into the detail and provides a strong plan for schools to focus on and work towards. 
Finally, addressing the idea of the school being viewed as a whole organisation, strategic planning can be used as a way to influence the school culture which enables teachers themselves to be open to new ideas and more adaptable to change. Mujis and Reynolds (Reynolds, 2011) pronounce that school improvement comes from altering beliefs to make an impact in the classroom. However even Nuttall recognises this is easier said than done when teachers can be so resistant to change (Nuttall, 1986).
Irrespective of Estyn’s recommendations to School A; the area of assessment for learning and the role of feedback, is a topic of much interest in the field of education. The past twenty years has seen a trend towards endorsing classroom methods which look at assessment as a way to boost and improve learning, rather than using assessment as a means to test what has been learned (Gardner, et al., 2012). Indeed Tanner and Jones (Tanner, 2000) echo this sentiment describing assessment and testing as something which is ‘done’ to pupils, not for the benefit of pupils. Hattie (Hattie, 2012) takes another but very similar view on this that instead of looking at assessment for learning, that teachers instead focus on assessment as feedback. This ties together the relationship feedback has with assessment and how important it is that assessment for learning utilises feedback to reinforce the principles behind it.
Most of what we know about assessment for learning stems from the research conducted by Black and William in association with the Assessment Reform Group (Assessment Reform Group, 2002) (Black, 1998). Black and Williams publication of Inside the Black Box details the advantages of taking a different approach to assessment in the classroom. A great deal of the literature around that looks at the benefits and, of course the downsides of assessment for learning repeatedly reference the work of Black and William such is the impact of their work on the topic.
With this research taken into consideration, Gardner sets out several principles which are key to achieving assessment for learning with many of those points relating towards feedback (Gardner, et al., 2012). In particular within the publication Assessment for learning: 10 Principles (Assessment Reform Group, 2002) which Gardner directly quotes; assessment for learning should mean that feedback is constructive while also maintaining sensitivity towards the pupil and furthermore that a pupil will be motivated by the feedback received, in turn leading to improvement. Teachers should use feedback to provide pupils with what is expected of them as pupils. Transparency lets pupils know what they are expected to achieve and how to achieve their targets; likewise, this helps pupils advance their self-assessment skills.
Hattie (Hattie, 2012) explains that by using assessment wisely there is a direct correlation to improved feedback. This arises from providing pupils with an increased challenge which means they are more likely to pursue feedback. This need for feedback provides teachers with a specific instance to give it, causing the feedback itself to serve a purpose, making it more meaningful. Hattie does say that the quality of this feedback will improve the more it is practiced. Black and William (Gardner, et al., 2012) discuss this process, whereby giving pupils more responsibility for their learning, through the medium of self-assessment and peer assessment, they gain insight into the process of feedback and are able to respond better to  feedback they have received.
One of the ten principles of assessment for learning established by the Assessment Reform Group (Assessment Reform Group, 2002) looks at the development of self-assessment. Self-Assessment may not fall under the umbrella of written feedback for a pupil but it does influence the way teachers give feedback to pupils. By pupils using tools to assess their own learning, teachers gain an insight into how a pupil perceives their understanding of a topic or lesson (Gardner, et al., 2012). This evidence is then able to inform teachers on what the pupil needs feedback on. Sebba (Gardner, et al., 2012) explains this as of more use to pupils because it provides teachers with greater time and understanding of the pupil in which to provide effective feedback. Unfortunately, self-assessment does not come naturally to pupils and requires training so that they can understand and recognise key objectives (Black, 1998). This responsibility falls to the teacher to provide the scaffolding and information for pupils to make informed decisions on their work and learning. Overall the concepts surrounding the self-assessment principle of assessment dictate that there is a substantial amount of shared information between pupil and teacher in order for self-assessment to be successful and even more important in this instance to improve the quality of written feedback pupils receive (Reynolds, 2011). Sutton (Sutton, 1995) does take some issue with this point. She argues that not all pupils are comfortable taking a more active role in their learning, especially as some may see it as an abdication of responsibility on the teachers behalf. Following this, this can also be the view of parents also who, understandably, prefer the use of summative assessment because they see the concepts of grades and marks as a more tangible record of improvement.
Sebba (Gardner, et al., 2012) reasons that effective feedback should concentrate on the pupils learning specifically without being burdened by matters such as presentation or how a child behaves in a class because neither of these things are a useful measure of what a pupil understands. This is partially recognised by Estyn (Estyn, 2019) which views both of these issues as separate standards. Mujis and Reynolds (Reynolds, 2011) state that feedback should only compare a pupil to his or her self and not to other pupils. Again, these types of comparison are not beneficial to pupils because they do not look at the individual pupils and what they themselves can improve on. Gardener (Gardner, et al., 2012) describes this as recognising all achievements when it comes to individual pupils echoing the sentiment in Black and Williams original research publication (Black, 1998). 
Specifically School A needs to look at the quality of their written feedback mainly because it is a recommendation put forwards by Estyn. Currently, they provide pupils with an overview of progress every half term though marking of their work in the mathematics department. This is due to marking being carried out by a teacher during a lesson to check understanding. However this does not necessarily relate to a school wide policy and there needs to be a school wide plan in place for providing feedback (Knight, 1997)
School A have outlined several strategies in which to look at implementing their target of improving the quality of written feedback to pupils. The first of these is “To improve the quality of teaching so that it is consistently good or excellent” (Appendix 1) by having a strategy that looks at the improvement of the quality of teaching the school is focusing on looking at the latest research such as Blooms taxonomy and DR ICE in order to ensure pupils are learning as much as possible which includes looking at how to implement assessment in the classroom. There is also a target imbedded in this area of strategic improvement which is focused on feedback to pupils and developing a school policy so it is implemented school wide. Despite this strategy being laid out as a three year plan there is a lack of success criteria and firm goals to show that progress has been made. Another issue is that the first year focusses on embedding feedback practice whilst the second year looks at sharing. I would argue on the point of research that sharing ideas and results would be a natural reflective step to decide whether the feedback processes are effective and should be done earlier (Sutton, 1995).
Another area in which the school is looking at feedback, even though it does not fall under the remit of written feedback is that of pupil voice. Pupil voice is a concept developed in the strategic plan under the target of improving pupils attitude to learning. School A has executed a plan in which pupils are provided the opportunity in which to give their ideas back to the school and provide teachers themselves with feedback. By using tools such as these teachers and school management teams are able to successfully analyse how different pedagogical approaches work within the school and make improvements and adjustments as necessary. Pupils are able to disclose how they feel about feedback they receive, whether they agree with how books are marked and how overall progress is relayed back to the pupils themselves (Gardner, et al., 2012). This links back to what Hattie says about the sharing of ideas between pupil and student (Hattie, 2012)
A third target that School A is looking at improving is resilience in pupils. This is a good link to feedback because it means that pupils have to understand what criticism is and how they can benefit from it rather than viewing feedback as something that it there to make them feel worthless. Pupil resilience is a way in which pupils are taught to understand feedback and to put in place methods to improve their learning and understanding of something. One way in which pupils are taught resilience is through peer assessment because pupils spot mistakes in their peers work and can then turn it back on themselves to use as self-reflection. As has been already discussed self-assessment is an important element in feedback because it teacher pupils useful evaluation skills (Gardner, et al., 2012). In a case like this, a pupil is still receiving feedback even if it is from another student, therefore the benefits are twofold. Pupils gain practice at critiquing a peers work and they also learn to balance that with effective feedback. This can be useful when it comes to turning that reflection on oneself because it provides the pupil with a trained eye, meaning they are less likely to be to hard or lenient on themselves during self-assessment. Feedback from a peer isn’t negated and will still have an effect on pupils understanding and abilities. One way for School A to improve resilience is to make sure written feedback is always constructive. Providing thought and planning behind comments, whether they come from a teacher or another pupil will provide the required substance that effective feedback requires (Hattie, 2012). This is an echo of Sebba (Gardner, et al., 2012) who advocates the use of written over oral feedback because more time thought and planning can go into it.
Aside from targets School A are working towards, which are outlined in the SIP, School A also has an emphasis within the school culture, of collaboration. School A uses observations as a way of monitoring and learning about assessment strategies within the classroom. The whole school partakes in learning walks, in which staff are observed during a lesson by a senior member of staff  (usually the Headteacher) and another member of staff from the same department. These learning walks afford staff members the opportunity to reflect on their own teaching style and methods whist also progressing the member of staffs knowledge by providing them with feedback on the lesson. This also provides a safe space for teachers themselves to practice the art of feedback and for developing methods in which to ensure they are acted upon. It also keeps senior members of staff abridge with learning techniques used in the classroom and how successful ideas are implemented within that school because not all ideas work in all schools. This sort of collaboration allows schools a closer working relationship which in turn helps when strategic planning is used to better the school. Outside of the school environment School A also looks at close links with its neighbouring schools. This type of cohesion and collaboration provides all school with information about new techniques and learning methods and a larger cohort in which to try out new ideas.
Despite these measures it is disappointing to see there are no firm and specific teaching strategies to improve written feedback to pupils aside from the very lose target of improving the quality of feedback to pupils target itself, especially as the strategic plan is so comprehensive and well written. This surprisingly also applies to the other recommendation from Estyn (Estyn, 2016) that School A develops improvements for pupils welsh language skills. There could be reasons for this, such as the Estyn report is almost three years old now and the school has already made significant progress in these areas, although they still use these two recommendations as the initial focal point of the SIP.
To date there seems to have been some progress on the implementation of some aspects of assessment for learning and feedback. The school does have a marking policy, however I have yet to see this implemented in my department with the exception of self and peer marking. Pupils are expected to carry a green and purple pen to lessons for the purpose of self and per assessment. When pupils are making a peers work, even in the form of Angharad’s Homework (an assessment for learning tool in itself), they are expected to use a purple pen. This allows pupils to look back on work and see who has done the marking; either themselves on a piece of critical work or another pupil on their work. The same applies to green pens however pupils use the green pens to assess their own work. This means pupils can easily identify any targets and notes they have made for themselves on a piece of work. Green and purple pens have been chosen to be different from the normal blue or black writing pen a pupil will use and the red marking pen of a teacher to help the pupils identify where the targets and constructive criticism originates. These marking policies are on display in most classrooms.
Angharad’s homework is an assessment for learning technique employed by the mathematics department. The concept is that pupils are shown a piece of work which has been completed incorrectly using misconceptions. The pupils are expected to use their purple pens to correct and give feedback to Angharad. This provides pupils the opportunity to practice peer assessment without the fear of offending someone else and to practice the art of constructive criticism. The idea of Angharad’s homework embodies the concept of assessment for leaning (Assessment Reform Group, 1999). The only criticism I have is that perhaps using a female name rather than a non-gendered name at a time when STEM subjects are trying to increase the number of females that choose these topics, this may be counter intuitive. (WISE, 2019)
For the future there are a few steps that I would recommend to School A to advance their improvement. 
Firstly I recommend that when drawing up the SIP that there are some specific targets which address the Estyn recommendations of not just to improve the quality of written feedback but to also put in place arrangement to improve the quality of pupils welsh language skills. The strategic planning in School A is very good however both these points which the school have assigned great importance to have not been shown the same level of priority when it comes to planning.
A more specific suggestion would be to have a school wide marking scheme which is enforced. Even though the mathematics department collects and marks books every half term there is a difference in the level of feedback given even in just one department. Most books receive a tick to indicate they have been looked at without any further comments, suggestions or targets. This provides pupils with no written feedback at all to improve upon. I would suggest that there are clearer guidelines for feedback and book marking, this could be achieved by making the marking policy more simple and specific as currently it can be confusing which may be the reason so little of it is implicated in the classroom.
 As mentioned previously the school does employ the method of book checking which does look at feedback pupils receive however there appears to be little evidence this information is looked at to provide a clear strategy when it comes to feedback. I would advise that this continues as it is beneficial to look at pupils books across each year group and department. To expand the point of this I would propose the school look more closely at the feedback being given and also use the schools pupil voice programme to device a strategy for providing pupils with quality feedback. This way pupils and teachers can device and agreed method for moving forward and improving learning.
School A has quite s strong focus in it’s SIP on improving exam results. With Donaldson being introduced in 2020 the school should look at a more rounded view of assessment rather than just the summative assessments as this is the direction Welsh education is moving (Donaldson, 2018). Currently, even though the SIP does have measures that look at the next three years there is barely a mention of how Donaldson will impact the learning environment. As one of their recommendations is to look at quality written feedback, School A should be looking to see how they can utilise this new phase in education and implement it with regards to assessment and feedback. Donaldson puts assessment for learning as one of the principles in the 12 Pedagogical Principles (Impact Wales, 2018). To move towards a more formative approach of assessment I would suggest that there is dedicated time allocated to looking at setting targets. Introducing so called DIRT time (Dedicated Improvement and Reflection Time) with pupils and providing time for them to reflect on their learning, there will be an improvement in feedback from teachers also as noted by Sebba (Gardner, et al., 2012). I am aware that classroom time is limited however this process will tie together the idea of having pupils more involved in their learning and achieving one of school A’s targets to have pupils interested in learning.
Finally looking again at Donaldson (Donaldson, 2018), the move towards every pupil being the focus, and a more balanced education, I would suggest that, not instead of, but as well as looking at results gained from school assessments, School A has a greater focus and emphasis on the ‘value-added’ part of pupil achievement. Black and William talk about the improvement in attainment made using assessment for learning techniques (Black, 1998). This improvement, known as value-added uses pupil data to assess what they should achieve and what they actually achieve. 
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Even though this can be quite time consuming (Sutton, 1995), the authors behind Assessment and Learning (Gardner, et al., 2012) speak about the importance of comparing a pupils only to him or herself. An increased focus on this would go a long way to achieving this
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