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.


The purpose of this essay is to discuss the importance and effectiveness of developing Assessment for Learning (AfL) throughout the primary school.  Klenowski (2009, p.2) states that Assessment for Learning is, “Part of everyday practice by students, teachers and peers that seeks, reflects upon and responds to information from dialogue, demonstration and observation in ways that enhance ongoing learning.” AfL is formative assessment that allows teachers to monitor and assess what learning has occurred. It allows the teachers to provide ongoing feedback and should be integrated in to every learning experience. Teaching strategies can be adjusted to motivate and support learners. It also encourages the learners to review and reflect on their learning and consider how they would like to progress. 

According to OECD (2008, p.7), “The concept of formative assessment was first introduced in 1971 by Bloom, Hastings and Maddaus,”  as they believed that too much importance was placed on summative assessment, Assessment of Learning, which allows teachers to evaluate the student learning after the learning has occurred. Summative assessments may be a practical, fair and accurate way for teachers to gather information and measure a child’s ability however; it only considers the performance of the child on that particular day and on a specific subject. It does not take into account that other factors that could affect the result. Assessment for Learning allows teachers and learners to assess and adapt during the learning experience. In 1998, Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam published a booklet called ‘Inside the Black Box’. The booklet summarised their extensive review of research on the effectiveness of AfL and contained ideas that transformed how teachers could apply classroom assessment. Black and Williams believe that their extensive review provides evidence that formative assessment is a fundamental element of classroom work and implementing and developing it can raise standards. Black and William state that there are 4 key aspects of formative versatile
assessment: effective questioning, feedback, ensuring learners, understand the criteria for success, and peer- and self-assessment. They suggest that AfL strategies are a simple and effective way to rapidly increase student’s learning. (Black and Wiliam, 1998). 

AfL’s importance in Welsh education is clearly stated in ‘The Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) Standards Wales’ document which was produced in 2009. Section 3.2 states that to gain QTS, trainees must demonstrate they are able to, “Monitor and assess as they teach, giving immediate and constructive feedback to support learners as they progress.” The 2015, ‘Successful Futures’ document also supports the significance of the use of AfL to assist learner to become more responsible for their own learning. It states that schools should create a safe learning environment in which learners are given constructive support and feedback from teachers and peers to help them develop into capable and ambitious learners (Donaldson, 2015, p.67-68). This essay will focus on the ‘Pit stop’ AfL strategy which is also known as a mini plenary. The writer will discuss how this strategy can be applied and adapted to all 4 key elements of AfL and for children in both Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2. All 4 key elements of AfL It will discuss the successfulness and issues the writer experienced when implementing the strategy during their Professional Teaching Experience (PTE). Arc reflections of the writer will be included as supporting evidence the effects the implementation of the strategy had on the learning experience.

During the writer’s first PTE, in Key Stage 2, it was suggested by the class mentor that including ‘Pit stops’ could be extremely beneficial for both the teacher and the learners. The reasons for the use of the strategy and its effect on the children’s learning are clearly shown in the writer reflection for that particular lesson (Appendix 1). The main benefit of the strategy was that it allowed the teacher to keep referring back to the success criteria which reminded the children of what was required to be successful. Ensuring learners understand the criteria for success is one of the four key elements of AfL suggest by Black and Williams. This is supported by Hattie (2016, p.6) who stated, “Effective teaching occurs when the teacher decides the learning intentions and success criteria, makes them transparent to the students.”  The writer constantly referred back to the success criteria to clarify its importance. The writer encouraged good standards of work by rewarding the children with ‘Dojo points’. This constant repetition of the teacher showing good work, relating it back to the success criteria and then giving a reward was to try and enforce the behaviour of learning the teacher wanted the children to learn. This type of approach is similar to the behaviourists Skinner, Thorndike and Watson. Thorndike suggested that, “Any behaviour leading to a positive consequence will be repeated” (Pound, 2014, p.57). Behaviourists believe that an incentive is essential in motivating learners. 

However, there are issues with this type of approach. It may create a culture where learners may not be inspired to engage unless a reward is obtainable. The other issue is the emotional effect the strategy could have on the children. In this particular lesson, the writer only shared examples of good sentences. When using the strategy the writer tried to encourage the children to write creatively but noticed that some may have become reliant on waiting for the examples shared. The writer was concerned that this stopped them thinking independently. It became evident that the same children were eager to share their work and others were reluctant to share as they were uncertain theirs would be at the standard required. Humanist John Holt (1982, p.2) stated that children are afraid, “Of failing, of disappointing or displeasing…. adults.”  He believed that if schools manipulate and control students in this way they would kill creativity and cause children to fear failure. The purpose of using examples during the ‘Pit stop’ was to prompt the children to refer back to the success criteria, reflect on their work and modify it during the learning process. The writer did not want any of the children to feel like a failure so reminded them of the step to success throughout. 

Another key element of AFL is encouraging the children to self and/or peer assesses. The writer learnt from previous use of this strategy and was more meticulous of its inclusion. An example of how the strategy was used to encourage the children to self- assess their work is detailed in the reflection for that particular lesson, (Appendix 2). The success of this strategy with children in Key Stage 2 could be due to their age. According to Piaget there are four stages of cognitive development common to most children. He states that children aged between 7 and 11 begin to think with more judgement and reasoning. He calls this the ’Concrete operational period.’ (Doherty and Hughes, 2014, p. 39). The writer explained to the children that they would have time to review their own work after each section of the book was read. The children were able to refer back to the steps to success that were displayed on the interactive whiteboard. The writer then asked a variety of open and closed questions to try to get the children to think about what a successful piece of work would include. More emphasis was placed on understanding then producing. The children knew this task meant that everyone would interpret the information differently and create a unique piece of work.  The writer clarified that there was no right or wrong image that could be drawn and the focus should be on the recording of nouns with their adjectives. The writer encouraged the whole class to evaluate example shared and offer ways to improve. By doing this several times there was noticeable improvement in the way the children recorded and used the information they were given. This is type of technique of supporting and scaffolding the learning is similar to the constructivist approach recommended by Vygotsky (Pound, 2014, p.53). 

Self and peer assessment is an essential part of the learning process. In order for children to be successful learners throughout life it is vital for them to be able to identify ways to improve the way they complete work. According to Donaldson (2015, p. 69), “Metacognition, or ‘learning to learn’, can help learners to take greater control of their own learning.”  Teachers should support children to take greater responsibility for their own learning by allowing time for self and peer assessment. QTS standard S3.2.2 states that teachers should, “Involve learners in reflecting on, evaluating and improving their own performance.” However, there are issues with this constant reviewing of learning. It is a time consuming process and teachers need make sure the children are given sufficient time to attempt the task. “Pupils need time to complete something before they can valuably discuss and evaluate it. To invite self- or peer-evaluation before pupils have had time to engage fully with learning is counter-productive although the principle of self- or peer assessment remains important,” (Ofsted, 2012, p.14). Nevertheless, it could be seen as more beneficial for the to the learners to reflect on their learning during the process and make adjustment needed, rather than getting to the end of the lesson and realising they have not done what is required. 

The ‘Pit stops’ strategy can also be adapted and applied in the Foundation Phase. Effective questioning and dialogue is essential as younger children may not have the capability to complete complex written tasks. Evidence of understanding is mainly done through verbal communication. A majority of tasks in the Foundation Phase are done in groups with children of a similar ability. The activity the writer reflects on (Appendix 3) mainly involves the writer guiding the children with the use of more recitation and rote talk and little instructional. Involving the children in creating and explaining the step to success is an excellent way of ensuring they know what is required to complete the task they are given. To ensure children participate actively in lessons it is important the teachers include carefully constructed questions, allow time for the children to think about their response and gives them immediate and informative feedback, (Alexander, 2008, p32-33).  

 The writer found the ‘Pit Stop’ strategy was very useful for the task it allowed the opportunity for discussion, reflection and feedback. The writer knew that the children would require more support in completing the task used the ‘Pit Stop’ strategy as a way to complete each of the steps to success with the children. This type of approach was very successful during the activity discussed as it encouraged the teachers to guide the learning while allowing the children to be actively involved in the learning process. The benefit of having a smaller group of children with similar ability was that the teacher could use more appropriate questioning and dialogue. Also the amount of support given was dependant on how the children responded and applied their understanding. Although there were many positives of completing the task in this way, the writer became aware that there were issues when completing the task for the first time with the lowest ability group. The writer noticed some of the children were rushing and so the work they produced was not presented well. According to Sadler (2013, p.55), the main purpose of feedback is, “To teach students how to judge quality and modify their own work during production.” 

More constructive feedback and questioning could have been included and the ‘Pit stop’ should have been used to encourage the children to assess and improve their work. The writer reflected on this issue and discussed it with the class mentor before teaching the next group and then adjustments that were made can be seen in the reflection. Feedback is an extremely powerful tool and if used correctly. OECD (2008, p.12) agree with this and state that teachers should emphasise “The importance of effort over ability, or of task-centred feedback (as opposed to ego-involving feedback).”

To conclude in order for children to become more independent learner’s teachers must support teach them how to assess where they are, where they want to be and help them decide what steps they can take to get to there. There is a substantial amount of evidence to confirm the inclusion of AfL strategies will raise standards. However, as with any AfL strategy the effectiveness of its inclusion is dependent on how, when and why it is applied. To be successful it must be strategically used for the purpose of supporting and developing learning. Teachers should use professional judgement to decide when and what strategy is most appropriate for the age group and task. For AfL to have maximum impact it should be applied as a whole school approach so that the children can understand its importance in their progression. A combination of a variety of strategies should be carefully chosen and should be used to encourage children of all ages to be reflective and responsible learner. Overall the writer feels that the ‘Pit stop’ strategy is an extremely useful and beneficial strategy as it is adaptable and can be used to apply all 4 key elements of AfL.
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