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Discuss the importance and effectiveness of developing Assessment for Learning throughout the primary school, including critical analysis of personal implementation of ONE AfL strategy from Professional Teaching Experience.

Assessment for Learning (AFL) is a three step process which identifies where a learner is, where they need to go and how to get them there in terms of their education. AFL works best when it is used early on in the learning process in order for a learner to know what they have to improve and to ensure they have time to make any necessary changes. According to the Assessment Reform Group (2002) there are 10 key principles that should be followed to guide classroom practice, AFL should be: Part of effective planning, focuses on how students learn, is central to classroom practice, is a key professional skill, is sensitive and constructive, fosters motivation, promotes understanding of goals and criteria, helps learners know how to improve, develops the capacity for self assessment and recognises all educational achievements. AFL is formative assessment that focuses on improving learning whereas assessment of learning is summative assessment that works on proving that learning has occurred. Formative assessment is a minute to minute process that keeps track of learning.

AFL should be used in order for learners to reflect on their work. It reduces the attainment level of all learners especially the lower achievers, raising the standard of learning across the board. According to Wiliam and Black (1998) learners need to be given quality support and feedback in order to effectively learn. Four recommendations they give in order to achieve effective learning is: give more time for the children to think and answer questions; provide constructive comments; encourage children to assess each other; involve pupils in the design of assessments and mark scheme. 

There are four elements of AFL:
· Sharing criteria with learners- leaners will know what makes their work good and where they are going next, according to the criteria.
· Quality of questions/ quality of talk- all learners think of an answer to an open question and can share that answer with others and explain their ideas behind it. This will reinforce their learning and understanding.
· Use and quality of feedback- feedback that is given throughout the lesson in order to enable the learner to take next steps and to keep all learning on track.
· Peer and self assessment-  learners can benefit from evaluating others work and it also helps them learn to self assess and grow more independent. 
The AFL strategy that will be discussed is the use of lollipop sticks which falls in to the use and quality of feedback element. It could also fit in to the quality of questions/ quality of talk element.

Lollipop sticks can be used to really understand the pupils’ learning as it randomly selects a pupil to answer a question that has been asked. It is a good way to get teacher feedback of learners understanding of a topic. However, it can also make a pupil uncomfortable if they are put on the spot which goes against any humanistic approach as humanist psychologists believe that failure and rejection causes maladjustment. If this is the case then by a child being put on the spot and not knowing the answer might cause them to not take anything away from the learning experience. Abraham Maslow adopts a holistic approach to teaching looking at physical, emotional, social, and intellectual qualities of an individual and how they impact on learning. He created Maslow’s hierarchy of needs which suggests that in order for anyone to be motivated they need to achieve these steps in the hierarchy. The first two steps being the basic needs of a human being physiological needs and safety needs, the next two steps being psychological needs, belongingness and love needs and esteem needs and the final step being self- actualisation where their motivation will increase as their needs are met. In order for higher level growth to be met, all of the lower levels need to be reasonably satisfied. however, life experiences can cause someone to fluctuate between levels. He suggests that only two percent of people will reach the self-actualisation stage however he suggests that students with low self-esteem will not progress academically. He also states that if a student has not reached their basic physiological needs they will not reach their full potential. If the teacher can create a supportive environment where the learners value and respect others and themselves, only then can they progress fully academically. 

I found lollipop sticks to be an effective AFL strategy in the classroom for Key stage 2 as when a question was asked it was usually the same hands going up time and time again and it was hard to get general feedback when only the confident learners would put their hand up to answer. It was also found that more learners knew the answer than just the ones that were putting their hands up, they just were not confident enough in themselves and their answer. After a while of implementing this strategy the learners found more confidence in themselves and prepared answers in their heads just in case they were asked the question, which enabled more learners to be engaged in the learning in the first place. This could suggest that the learners were only engaged in the learning in fear of being chosen to answer a question however, I found the learners became more engaged and enjoyed learning more when there was more chance for equal opportunities. If a classroom environment is set up for learners to know that it is ok to get the answer wrong, that could take away from the pupil being put on the spot and being embarrassed. The strategy had to be adjusted to fit the needs of the class as they were highly differentiated. Different colour codes were put on the lollipop sticks in order to differentiate in case a question was too easy or too difficult for learners. 

In a classroom experiment for lollipop sticks they found that the pupils would become more engaged during learning as they weren’t sure when they were going to be called on to answer a question (Nielson, 2011). This was also counteracted by pupils taking their names out of the pot secretly to avoid answering questions and being put on the spot including a learner who constantly had her hand up to answer questions prior to the experiment to avoid embarrassment of answering questions that she did not know. This strategy could also be implemented in the foundation phase but it might not work as well. Lollipop sticks are used to create verbal feedback from the learner to the teacher but children in the foundation phase may not have built a classroom environment where they know its ok to be wrong yet and may leave them feeling upset or embarrassed if they don’t know the answer to a question. Sadler, D. R. (2013) states 'feedback can be effective as learners become more discerning, more intuitive, more analytical, and generally more able to create, independently, productions of high quality on demand.’ If the correct classroom atmosphere has been implemented, then there is no reason why it could not work in the foundation phase.

Lollipop sticks are cost efficient and no staff training is necessary. However, good questioning strategies should be used in order to implement this strategy effectively. Open questions work best with this strategy as learners will be more aware that there is no wrong answer and will be more confident giving an answer. It could also be adapted slightly for closed questions in order for a learner not to feel uncomfortable if they do not know the answer, they could phone a friend by simply asking another learner in the classroom what they believe the answer could be. Also according to Skinner’s Radical behaviourism if the learner gets the question right and they are rewarded they are more likely to want to get more correct as the feeling they got from being right was a positive one. However, if this is the case then we would not need to implement lollipop sticks at all as all the children who knew the answer in the classroom experiment would have put their hands up originally to gain that positive feeling. By rewarding the learners who get the answers right will only go on to make the learners who get the answer wrong have more of a negative experience and this will take away from the safe classroom space that should have been created where learners are aware that they can get the answer wrong. On the other hand, by rewarding the learners who get the answer right may motivate the other learners to get the reward also.

To conclude, Fautley and Savage (2008) say that assessment is done within teaching and learning and not separately, regardless of what the old style assessment states. Within assessment they state that work is adjusted accordingly depending on where the learners are after they have been assessed by the teacher, the teacher will give personal advice after assessing individuals progress, work is assessed by peers and they recommend ways to improve, learners decide how they can improve themselves after assessing where they are and learners decide themselves how their learning has improved over the course of the lesson.

Sadler, D. R. says that in order for a learner to improve they need to know what the quality of their work is like while they are in the production of making their work. This means that learners must know what high quality work looks like in order to achieve that same level by comparing and modifying their own work.

There is a lot of evidence and studies to support Assessment for Learning. Wiliam, D (2009) has even suggested that eight months of extra learning is done by students within a school year when AFL is implemented in to the classroom. Learners who feel they are not capable of doing the work set are more likely to become disruptive pupils and likely to go on to be alienated from society and become ‘victims of serious social problems’ (Wiliam and Black, 1998). AFL bridges the gap between lower and higher attainment levels and ensures learners are getting feedback on their work while it is in progress to enable understanding and the best level of work possible.
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