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

The rationale for this assignment is to discuss Assessment for Learning (AfL) throughout the primary school. The discussion will try to determine the importance of developing AfL by looking at definitions of AfL, the background to AfL, why it should be developed, the benefits and limitations of AfL, links to theory where appropriate, and critical analysis of personal implementation of a chosen strategy during Professional Teaching experience (PTE). 
[bookmark: _Hlk532565628]According to the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) (cited in Swaffield 2009, p.3) AfL can be defined as “the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers”. Deborah Bullock (2016) echoes this and considers that AfL is “a process by which assessment information is used by teachers to adjust their teaching strategies and by students to adjust their learning strategies”. Adding to this, Bullock also believes that AfL should encourage children to take an “active role” in their learning: they should become “self-regulated learners” that leave school “able and confident”. What Bullock offers as an interpretation of AfL, appears to have real significance as it encapsulates the 4 curriculum purposes proposed by Donaldson in his review document: Successful futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales (2015).  Black et al. (2003a, p.2) offers a simplified version in their Assessment for Learning: Putting it into Practice article: AfL is “any assessment for which the first priority is to serve the purpose of promoting students’ learning”.  Despite the varying complexity of definitions, all the documents agree that there are 3 key processes to AfL; it should help us determine ‘where the learner is, where they need to be, how to get them there’ (Black, 2018, p. 4). 
[bookmark: _Hlk533155097]It is a wide spread assumption that AfL is formative, and is commonly referred to as formative assessment (ARG, 2006). Over the decades there has been many contributors in developing formative assessment and AfL, in context of education the term formative was first spawned in 1967 by Scriven further developed by Bloom in 1969. Formative assessment theory has been advanced further by researchers over the years (Sadler, 1989; Torrance, 1993; Torrance & Pryor, 1998), with the work of Black and Wiliam, and the ARG possibly being the most recognisable of them all (Ninomiya, 2016, p.85). 
Inside the black Box; Raising Standards in Classroom Assessment (1998a) was a landmark article for Black and Wiliam, in which they encouraged the use of formative assessment as a learning strategy. Black and Wiliam (2003b, p.5) organises AfL into 4 elements: Quality of feedback, Quality of questions, Sharing of success criteria and Self/Peer feedback. ARG (2002) produced a pamphlet that outline the ten principles of AfL (See Appendix 1). CCEA (2015, p.5) states that the “key concepts that underpin AfL are transferable learning, transparency and responsibility”. The document also offers the view that AfL is an overarching principle of constructivism and this view is shared by Black et al. (2003a).  
Research carried out by Black and Wiliam (1998b, p.17) provides evidence that formative assessment improves learning. They claim that the “gains in achievement” are “amongst the largest ever reported for educational interventions”. Naturally, with a claim of this magnitude, AfL was destined to become part of educational policies. The Welsh Government produced a document to explain why AfL should be used; “Learners will only invest effort in a task if they believe they can achieve something” (DCELLS, 2010, p.7), the statement refers to the idea that all learners can achieve with effective use of AfL, particularly for low attainers as the range of achievement is reduced but overall achievement is increased (Black and Wiliam, 1998). This notion reflects the cognitive evaluation theory; effective feedback strengthens motivation through self-belief (Deci et al., 1975), this is reinforced by Bandura’s self-efficacy theory; if you believe you can achieve then you will (Bandura, 1977). Education, teachers and students, benefit from using AfL as it highlights gaps and areas for improvement. It also moves towards more weighting on teacher assessment rather than restricted forms of tests, which do not truly reflect knowledge and are weakly linked to learning experiences (Black and Wiliam, 1998a; Black et al. 2003b). This approach, using formative assessment for a holistic view of the child, is now used within the Foundation Phase (DfES, 2015).  
Self-efficacy is an essential quality for children to develop, it will help them succeed throughout their life. AfL helps to create a sense of self-efficacy as a result of effective feedback, building a learner’s confidence in their ability to reach targets through determination and hard work (Cambridge International Education
Teaching and Learning Team, No date). Hancock (2005) believes that AfL benefits children as it prepares them to become independent learners, equipping them with life skills. Through AfL they learn how to learn, so that they can go out into the workplace and know how to “develop new learning strategies, adapt and be good, effective employees”.  However, Flórez, M.T. and Sammons, P (2013) opine that literature rarely questions the positive effects that using assessment to improve student and teacher learning has; therefore, if little argument is presented how can it really be an equally weighted argument? How do we really know if the effects are solely positive? Although there does appear to be some critique of AfL, it is often attributed to poor implementation and schools not interpreting it the way it was intended (Baillie, 2013). On the contrary, Ninomiya (2016) declares that the problem does not come from poor implementation but stems from the definitions that were provided by Black and Wiliam and ARG (1998a, 1998b, and 1999). She argues that the approach is constrictive as children work towards a set of pre-determined objectives which stifles learning through creativity, exploration and true construct of knowledge. (Hunter, 2016) infers that a portion of the blame should be attributed to the Government, believing that the government’s support for AfL was “counterproductive” but perhaps this stems from the naming; the term assessment has connotations of tracking, monitoring and tests. This is one of the reasons that Wiliam shows regret for the terminology, according to Hunter (2016) Wiliam wished he had used the phrase “responsive teaching” instead. 
Teaching battle ground (2013) offers a strong opinion of the negatives of AfL, arguing that it has “become about gimmicks, and that it ignores teacher experience and expertise”. Moreover, it is used “regardless of whether there will be any opportunities to use the results”. Baillie (2013) reinforces this and adds that there is a now “tick box structure” to AfL, but argues there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to AfL and it should not be treated as such. 
PTE implementation of ‘traffic lights’. 
For the purpose of the assignment, the writer will look at the implementation of ‘traffic lights’ during PTE, this type of strategy helps children with self-assessment and feedback. In his interview with the Independent (Gilbert, 2010), titled ‘six secrets of a happy classroom’ Dylan Wiliam’s champions the use of ‘traffic lights’ to identify those children who need to be targeted. DCELLS (2010) also promotes the use of ‘traffic lights’ stating that it “develops skilful thinking”. 
‘Traffic lights’ was not usually a strategy that the school used regularly; however, it was agreed with the class teacher that this strategy was one that could be easily adapted to use in the Foundation Phase and Key Stage Two. It was tricky to implement a completely new strategy to 3-year olds especially one that was reliant on knowing red, green and orange colours. Colour Blind Awareness (2018) stipulates that using ‘traffic lights’ can actually lead to inaccurate feedback for children who are colour blind as they may not be able to see the colours and thus, they may not be using them accurately especially at a young age. It became apparent that for the strategy to be successful it would have to be adapted. The traffic light colours were still used but were amalgamated with ‘smiley’ faces. The red circle held a sad face, orange was an unsure face and green a happy face. The children seemed to grasp this more readily; however, there was still room to develop this further.
[bookmark: _GoBack] The age difference between the eldest and youngest children in the class was huge (11 months), naturally there was a wide span of cognitive development and attainment that reflected this. The children that were older or higher attaining children could understand the concept in a more rounded way than the younger or lower attaining children, this led to the strategy being adapted further. The orange/neutral/a bit tricky face was what the children seemed to understand the least; therefore, only the red and green faces were used. Adapting the strategy to suit the needs of the children helped to make the strategy a success. Conversely, it could be argued that the strategy was not a complete ‘success’. For example, the ‘traffic lights’ did not focus on specific areas; thus, could not provide specific feedback (Carroll, 2016). Furthermore, when using ‘traffic lights’ with nursery age children is it superficial feedback? Does it mainly consist of how they feel rather than what they understand? Although understanding how children feel can inform planning, ensuring that children are learning what they want to learn, it does not provide specific feedback at this level. 
The strategy can be progressive throughout the years, for example, as the children move through the Foundation Phase it would be necessary for the re-introduction of the ‘I find this a bit tricky’ representation. During Key Stage Two this strategy could become more elaborate to include specific feedback, this could be done by highlighting work to indict where help is needed or including expressions on the smiley faces such as furrowed brows (James et al., 2006). It is important to recognise the developing sense of awareness of peers as children age; children can start to worry about how they look to other children. With that in mind, using ‘traffic lights’ as a whole class approach could cause children to be embarrassed in front of their peers, such as using cards or cones that are held or placed on the desk, and may result in inaccurate feedback (Boyne, 2018, p. 42). To avoid peer pressure or worry the strategy could be adapted for the children to show facial expressions, in the Foundation Phase this could be happy or sad and in Key Stage Two it could include a thinking face or furrowed brows (James et al., 2006). 
Any number of strategies can be adapted to stretch throughout Foundation Phrase to the end of Key Stage Two which would offer a continuum and consistency that Sadler (1998) believes to be important as even changes between teachers can interrupt momentum; therefore, potentially interrupting growth. Mike Gershon (2013) agrees there should be a consistent attitude from schools towards AfL; however, teachers should tailor AfL to meet the needs of their learners. 
To conclude, it is apparent that there is still room for further research into the effects of AfL or formative assessment, especially within the special education sector as there seems to be little documentation exploring this avenue (Voza, no date); however, there is significant evidence that effective use of AfL can provide benefits to all. (Black and Wiliam, 1998b). For example, for feedback to be effective it should cause “thinking to take place” (Black et al., 2003a). It is also crucial to point out that whilst a consistent attitude must apply throughout a school, this does not mean AfL policies should be rigid and prescriptive. Ultimately it is down to the class teacher to tailor the AfL to their classroom. Overall, it can be said that the most important purpose of assessment is “to inform learning and teaching” (DCELLS, 2010, p. 8). It is evident from all the research gathered that AfL has the potential to make a positive impact on Children’s learning; however, it is also evident that this relies heavily on AfL being purposeful and not superficial. Although there is a plethora of strategies that could be used, it is imperative to remember to think about what is going to be determined by using a particular strategy. For example, simply using ‘traffic lights’ will not provide effective or informative feedback; therefore, it can be superficial. However, if ‘traffic lights’ are used to give specific feedback, such as highlighting text, this would be a higher order way to use the feedback. 
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