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Pedagogy in Practice 2: Assessment for learning.
‘One of the key principles of assessment is that it should serve the purpose of improving as well as proving learning’ (Grigg, 2015, p. 372). Assessment for learning lies within the bracket of formative assessment, whereby, unlike summative which provides a level of attainment at one time, formative aims to improve learning more than simply summarising where a child is at. Black and William (1998) were the first to publish the notion of assessment for learning, highlighting it is a major way to improve standards. This is supported by Wiliam (2009) who notes that eight months of additional learning is gained by doing formative assessment, proving it is the best thing for improving standards in schools. If this is not enough reason to use formative assessment, Black and William (1998) suggest four key recommendations to improve learning in classrooms, firstly, allowing the children more time to think and answer questions, secondly provide constructive comments rather than marks, thirdly, allow children to assess each other, and fourthly involve pupils in designing assessments and mark schemes. This is further supported by Sadler (2013) who notes that only after pupils have acquired a tacit knowledge (an awareness and response developed to detect problems themselves) can they truly understand the content and implications of the teacher’s feedback. In addition, the notion of developing the capacity for self-assessment is supported by Assessment Reform Group (2002) they note that an important aspect of assessment for learning is that it equips independent learners with the skills to become reflective and self-managing, through acquiring the skills of self-assessment. This allows the pupils to gain new knowledge and engage in understanding the next step of their learning. The importance of formative assessment is highlighted again by William (2009) As he suggests the pedagogy of contingency, that learning is constantly adaptive, and this embodies the notion of formative assessment. Holt (1964) supports this through his notes that schools teach learners that the aim of what they learn in school is to achieve a good mark in a test, which is essentially summative assessment, he sees this as killing learner’s curiosity and inevitably enhances stupidity and stops them asking questions. The effectiveness of assessment for learning is highlighted by Black and William (1998) whereby during their time of devising their publication of assessment for learning, they conducted extensive national research of over 250 studies, showing that formative assessment was a major way of raising standards form learners. However, there are those who oppose formal assessment, in Scotland they have devised an Assessment for learning program, launched in 2002. Leitch (2006) notes that teachers have seen an increase in noise levels in classrooms, even more pressure on time management and excessive marking. 
There are four elements of assessment for learning. Firstly, sharing criteria with learners. This element is supported by Gilbert (2010) who notes that leaners need to be aware of what they are learning to do and what they will be judged on in order to succeed in any task. This is further supported by Sadler (2013) who notes that teachers can provide open assessment environments to allow learners to grasp the subtle skills required to complete a task, creating a decision space similar to that of the more competent teacher. Secondly, quality of questions and talk. Thirdly, Use and quality of feedback and fourthly peer and self-assessment. Self-assessment occurs when learners reflect on what they have learnt and make judgements on their work. Whilst Black (1998) argues that learners must understand the criteria of formative assessment, and that it is not test based unlike summative before they embark on any style of formative assessment like self-assessment. However, James et al (2007) counterargues and suggests self-reflection is a vital part of learning development and that children need to be taught to ‘step back’ from learning and discuss with others their work and then ‘stepping back in’ to make improvements. (Towler and Broadfoot 1992) Supports this as they claim that self-assessment can provide learners with self-reflecting, self-criticism and teaches motivation as they have a sense of responsibility over their own learning. The bracket my chosen strategy falls under is peer and self-assessment. This element is part of a constructivist approach to learning, this is important as this view aims to teach for understanding and not surface learning, the view that new learning is based on old learning, you develop new skills based on prior knowledge. This view is supported by Dewey (1998) who notes that education is received via experience. The writer chooses to discuss ‘Mr sad and Mrs happy’ as a focus within this essay. This AFL strategy was implemented into a reception class, so the best way to assess their learning was orally as some children were unable to write at all and those that could write, could not write full sentences. (Towler and Boradfoot 1992) explain the rationale behind self-assessment, suggesting it is an extension of the child-centred approach to learning, which they claim is a main ethos in most schools. One may think that asking the children ‘are you Mr happy or Mrs sad about your work in this activity and why?’ may be too complex or even not at all effective for children this young of age, however research support from Black and William (1998) claims that children are trustworthy and honest when self-assessing, sometimes even more hard on themselves than the teacher would expect. The argument Black and William (1998) suggest however is that whilst self-assessment is a vital component of formative assessment, the learners must understand exactly what it is they should be learning, whilst also being aware of their personal position and how to get to their desired goal from where they are now, so essentially children need to be trained to self-assess efficiently or it fails to aid the learners further learning. Self-assessment allows the children to engage with the practitioner, allowing a deeper understanding of where the child is at within the learning and therefore allowing more chance for further learning, Grigg (2015) supports the writers statement, he argues that one of the main components of assessment is involving the learners in the assessment process. He says that the aim of the self-assessment process is to gain knowledge of how the children think they have done in the task. So, we can argue that the strategy ‘Mr sad, Mrs Happy’ definitely embodies the key principle, suggested by Grigg (2015) of self-assessment. James et al (2007) strongly agree with this argument and imply that reflective thinking is an essential part of developing children’s learning. Grigg (2015) notes that self-assessment is rationalised by the idea that children should take ownership of their learning and this will make them better learners. Hattie (2008) supports this as his research claims that the top way to raise standards in schools is by engaging the children in self-assessment. Whilst there is excessive evidence supporting the reliability, positive impacts on learning and efficiency of self-assessment, there are also counterclaims arguing against self-assessment. Tan and Keat (2005) Suggests that the main criticism for self-assessment is that children have the inability to assess themselves objectively and therefore over or under mark themselves. However, Orsmond et al (1997) suggest that the benefits the learners are getting from developing the vital skill of self-reflection far outweighs the cost of them over or under marking themselves on a piece of work. Another criticism is raised by Ross (2006) he questions the validity of self-assessment, through his research he suggests that, validity is measured by learner teacher agreement, and he found that in most cases of self-assessment there was not agreement and the learners would often over estimate themselves. over estimates in older children are likely if their markings are for a test, they deem important, whereas overmarking in younger children is due to the fact they lack the cognitive ability to integrate information about their abilities and they also are susceptible to wishful thinking. Moreover, to counterargue Spiller (2012) notes that modern approaches emphasise active learning, learner responsibility and collaborative model of teaching and learning. This suggests that despite the perhaps not always agreed markings, it is vital in contemporary learning to involve the learners and for the learners to take charge and responsibility of learning. Another critical argument that has been raised is that not all children in the classroom will be ready for self-assessment, this is raised by (Schimmer, 2016) who notes that research from class teachers has shown that some learners will self-assess well whilst others not at all. He suggests that we want self-assessment to be a positive reflective opportunity for the children, however for those who lack the sophistication to engage in self-assessment it can have the opposite effect. However, Jones (2005) counterargues the point that formative assessment empowers learners to take necessary action to improve their own learning, and therefore the individuality of feedback helps to challenge more able learners whilst supporting weaker learners. In the writer’s experience ‘Mr happy or Mrs sad’ was useful in enhancing discussion amongst learners and with learner and myself about the learning and the task, this allowed for them to grow on the skill of reflection and begin to discuss where they could progress on to following the objective of this task. However due to the young age of the children it was often difficult to get active engagement from them about the task itself as, although they knew the learning objective and had completed the task to a good standard and clearly showed understanding, they lacked the ability to reflect on that understanding and use the success criteria as a means of discussing how they did within the task. This, however would work very well within a Key stage 2 environment. If the writer was to implement this strategy within Key stage 2, the aim would be more focused on not simply understanding where the learners are at in their learning, moreover, focusing on how to better their learning to get it to where it needs to be and establishing how to get it there. This is supported by The Assessment Reform Group (2002) who suggest that the process of interpreting evidence from learners by teachers is to decide where the learners are within their learning, where they need to go next and how to get there. Grigg (2015) supports this as he suggests that across the curriculum teachers should be encouraging learners to explain how they came to write the certain answers that they have and justify their reasoning behind answering the questions as they did. This would encourage the writer to interpret this from not only asking the KS2 children how they think they have done in the task, and where they need to go next, but discussing further the work they completed and why they did it in such way, also establishing if they believe they have achieved the learning objective, and if not what could have been done to ensure next time they try this task it is completed. 
To conclude, the writer argues that the use of self-assessment in Primary schools is arguably useful in many aspects, Jones (2005) highlights the positive impacts formative assessment can have on learners, she suggests it can promote ownership of learning, improve confidence and self-esteem, and it positively motivates learners to work more efficiently. The importance of formative assessment within the Primary school is undoubtably far greater than the potential risks mentioned in this essay. However, from personal experience self-assessment for children at reception level can be slightly time wasting as they, as mentioned by Schimmer (2016) are lacking the sophistication and capacity to self-reflect at this point in their learning journey. Moreover, this does not reflect the efficiency of self-assessment as the element of self and peer-assessment along with this particular strategy of ‘Mr sad or Mrs happy’ can definitely be implemented for more sophisticated learners and work with great effectiveness. Additionally, Donaldson (2015) would support the notion of formative assessment as his new curriculum aims to encourage learners to take responsibility for their own learning. What can be gathered from evidence is that formative assessment is in conjunction with the new curriculum and when facilitated correctly to learners, formative assessment can enhance learning excessively for primary school children. 
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