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Abstract
This article assesses the implications of the reliance on exam-based summative assessment within the British education system. It explores the definitions of formative and summative assessment in the academic literature in an attempt to establish their respective functions and purposes. The overall conclusions are that exam-based summative assessment practices have negative impacts on the well-being of learners and do not provide learners with opportunities to develop lifelong learning skills such as creativity and critical thinking. The findings also suggest that task-based formative assessments are more beneficial for teachers to receive feedback on their practices and that they provide teachers with opportunities for professional development. In addition, comparisons are made between assessment policies in the United Kingdom and Finland with the suggestion that similar approaches could adopted to improve British educational practices. The implications of this article are that British education practices would benefit from reducing their focus on exam-based summative assessments and incorporating the use of more task-based assessments. Such practices could be used to improve skills development of learners, reduce exam-based anxiety and improve classroom practices of professionals within the education sector.
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Introduction
The education system within the United Kingdom is currently based on high stakes testing and teacher accountability. As a result, teachers are under a lot of pressure to get their pupils to achieve. Assessment is a crucial feature within education which allows educators and learners alike to gauge their performance and improve their practices. However, there is much debate among the literature about the definitions of different assessment processes as well as their roles and functions within the education system. Dixon & Worrell (2016) suggest that two tools that teachers commonly use to assess student learning of new material and knowledge of are formative and summative assessment. Despite these two assessment processes being widely used by educators through the system, there appears to be a lack of clarity between them. Taras (2005) suggested that the discussion of the explicit relationship between summative and formative assessment processes has been absent from educational discussions and therefore it is difficult to understand either of these processes. This suggestion was supported by Taras (2008) who found evidence that English university lecturers were not clear on their understanding of summative, formative and self-assessment, nor were they clear or consistent when reporting the relationship between them. It was suggested that one of the main reasons for this finding was that literature dealing with formative and summative assessment definitions and terminology do not align. It is important to note that, as this was a small-scale study, conducted with only fifty lecturers at one institution, the results cannot be generalised, therefore it is unclear whether this is also the case for other educational professionals. However, what the results of Taras (2008) do highlight is that there is a need to explicitly define the concepts of formative and summative assessment and examine how they relate to each other the impact of the practices on educators and their pupils. Therefore, before assessing the implications of their use, this article will first attempt to outline the definitions of both formative and summative assessment. 
Formative assessment can be defined as “activities undertaken by teachers— and by their students in assessing themselves— that provide information to be used as feedback to modify teaching and learning activities” (Black & William, 2010 p. 82). Dixon & Worrell (2016) develop this definition further by suggesting that formative assessment encompasses tools that provide feedback to both teachers and learners to help them to teach and learn more effectively. They also suggest that while formative assessments can be graded, they are not usually factored into final grades as the focus is on assessing student understanding and teaching effectiveness. Cook (2009) suggests that formative assessment can take the form of both spontaneous and planned activities. An example of spontaneous formative assessment in the classroom would be nominating a pupil to verbally respond to a question to assess their understanding of a concept. This type of formative assessment provides information about student learning in ‘real time’. In contrast, an example of planned formative assessment may be a class quiz or homework activity which is set to assess student’s progress. William & Thompson (2007) state that formative assessment practices are used to help establish what classroom practices are working, what needs to be improved and how. Uzun & Ertok (2020) refer to formative assessment as ‘task-based approach’ that is adopted by teachers on their own initiative and adapted to their courses/subject areas. They suggest that the aims of formative assessment will not necessarily be the exams or tests but the process itself. Formative assessment considers learning as a process and uses tasks and activities to improve student’s knowledge and understanding. Based on the definitions within the academic literature and for the purpose of this article the term ‘formative assessment’ will be used to refer to task-based assessment practices that are designed and set by teachers in an informal classroom environment. 
Summative assessment can be defined as “cumulative assessments ... that intend to capture what a student has learned, or the quality of the learning, and judge performance against some standards” (National Research Council, 2001, p.25). Dixon & Worrell (2016) suggest that, unlike formative assessment, summative assessments are generally high stakes assessments and are almost always graded. Within the United Kingdom, examples of summative assessments include SATs, GCSEs and A Levels. In general, no further formal learning occurs after a summative assessment has taken place. The purpose of summative assessments is to determine a student’s level of success at a given time and may be used to determine eligibility for certain programmes such as higher education courses. Uzun & Ertok (2020) refer to summative assessment as an ‘exam-based approach’ that primarily uses examinations and tests, usually at the end of certain periods, to evaluate and assess the quality and success of the students. In short, they conclude that summative assessments attempt to quantify pupil’s educational abilities and academic performance through the allocation of numerical scores or grades. For the purposes of this article, the term ‘summative assessment’ will be used to refer to high stakes, exam-based assessment practices that are used to determine pupil’s performance against a standardised measure.
While the National Research Council (2001) suggest that the two forms of assessment should be used to complement each other as they serve related purposes, there is much disagreement within the literature. As suggested by Taras (2008) many educationalists see summative assessment in a negative light and promote the use formative assessment practices. Some of the criticisms of summative assessment practices include their impact on their well-being of students (Prabu, 2014) and the lack of skill development that is encouraged by the approach (Uzun & Ertok, 2020). Due to the importance of the role played by assessment within education, conducting research into which practices best serve the needs of educators and learners is fundamental. This is supported by the statement that “studying exam-based and task-based approaches with relation to summative and formative evaluation should be a valid and essential endeavour” (Uzun & Ertok, 2020 p.230). As a result, this article will attempt to evaluate the current assessment practices within the British education system and consider whether the use of more formative assessment techniques should be considered. The aim will be to establish the implications of the use of formative and summative assessment practices within the British education system and allow professionals in the field to make their own judgements about their uses.
Discussion
The role of feedback
The role played by feedback in the assessment process is something that is highly important for learner development and should therefore be considered. One of the key differences between the definitions of formative and summative assessment is that feedback features very heavily within formative assessments practices, while often absent in summative assessments. Feedback can be defined as “information about the gap between the actual level and the reference level of a system parameter which is used to alter the gap in some way” (Ramaprasad, A. p.4). As suggested by Sadler (1989), feedback plays an important role for the learner within the process of education. Providing learners with information about the standard of knowledge or skills that is required allows them to monitor the quality of their own work and establish the requirements for improvement. The issue with exam-based summative assessment practices is that they do not allow for detailed feedback to be received. As pointed out by Uzun & Ertok (2020) once completed, learners do not get to see their exam papers to receive detailed feedback on each item or exam question meaning that no scaffolding activity can occur. Additionally, due to the role played by short term memory in exams, it is often difficult for students to recall what they did or wrote in the exam. This makes the reflection process difficult as learners cannot know which elements were lacking and to what extent. As a result, post-exam achievement and progress is usually ignored. Where exams are used, in most cases all that is received by learner is their prescribed mark or grade. This suggests that exam-based summative assessments practices are simply used to quantify learners’ knowledge with a numerical value and do not offer any opportunities for further learning or allow knowledge and skills to be developed. However, Sadler’s (1989) point about feedback including information about the standard or goals required has implications for the role played by summative assessment practices. He suggests that for these standards to exist an initial judgement would have to take place and it is likely this judgement would have occurred from summative assessments. Sadler (1989) therefore suggests that summative assessment must take place for these measures to exist that allow us to assess progress and deliver formative assessment practices. This idea highlights some of the ways in which the two processes overlap and how they should both be used to complement each other within the educational process. This suggestion is supported by ideas in some of the academic literature that was reviewed throughout the process of constructing this article (Taras, 2005; National Research Council, 2001).


The development of key skills
Uzun & Ertok (2020) suggest that training students to become autonomous, reflective and critical thinkers by using the most appropriate and effective approach is one of the most crucial tasks of educators. Therefore, it is important to consider which type of assessment practices are best suited for developing these qualities. Uzun & Ertok (2020) suggest that where summative assessment practices are used within an education system, the education process itself will be orientated towards passing exams. The negative impact of this is that the focus is taken away from the process of learning itself. It is further suggested that the use of exam and test-based assessments make it difficult to assess specific skills such as creativity, productivity, and critical thinking, all of which are not only needed for the development of ‘lifelong learning’ but are also key employability skills that are sought after by many recruiters. If the skills that employers are looking for are difficult to assess using exams, this begs the question of whether exam results are a reliable and valid measure of someone’s suitability for employment. This is an important consideration as, within the British education system, the results of high stakes summative assessments such as GCSEs and A Levels, which are taken in pupils from the ages of 16-18, still play a big part in future education and employment opportunities that are offered to young people.
A further criticism of the use of exam-based assessments is that they encourage the use of short-term memory practices. For example, when studying for an exam, there is a risk that learners will engage in intense revision practices in close proximity to assessments in order to keep the information in short-term memory. The purpose of this is that the information is readily available to them so that it can be relayed in the exam. The outcome of this is that, after the exam has been completed, the information is lost to make room for new information to be consumed. This is particularly true when pupils are required to take multiple exams in close proximity to each other, as information is often replaced with new details that need to be memorised for the next set of examinations. Ultimately, all of the knowledge gained during a course education is at risk of being lost forever once it has been used for its sole purpose of passing an exam. This idea is supported by the findings of Uzun & Etrok (2020) which suggest that such practices will lead to ‘surface learning’ and encourage memorisation rather than deep learning and intellectual improvement and that the process of acquiring knowledge and skills for long term memory are lost. This suggests that exam-orientated education practices are stifling knowledge acquisition in learners and contributing to a generation whose learning is based solely on short-term memory recall practices.
Research also suggests that when summative assessment practices are used learners are dissatisfied with the lack of opportunities for skill development. Uzun & Ertok (2020) gathered student’s opinions on task-based (formative) and exam-based (summative) assessment approaches and found that the majority of the students are not satisfied with the exam-based approach as they do not help to improve their creative thinking nor do they contribute to their personal and professional development. This suggests that summative assessment practices are not beneficial for producing autonomous and conscious individuals who will contribute and add value to the society. While there are important implications of Uzun & Ertok’s (2020) findings, the limitations of the study should also be considered. The results of the study were only obtained from students from one department in a single university. Therefore, it is suggested that further research should be carried out on a larger number of participants from different stages within the education system to produce more valid and generalizable results.
In comparison, the use of formative assessment practices allows a range of diverse tasks to be set that can be modified to address the needs and interests of the learners. Within the literature, it is suggested that such practices lead to an education that encourages responsibility-taking, planning and organization and creativity (Taras, 2008; Dixson & Worrell, 2016). This suggests that the use of meaningful and well-planned tasks is better for developing key life skills than the practice of exam-based summative assessments. If this is something that is viewed of high importance within education, the benefit of high stakes exam-based assessment practices and their role within the British education system should be brought into question. 
Assessment practices in Finland
The role of formative and summative assessment practices can be further developed when analysing the use of assessment practices within the Finnish education system. A report conducted by the OECD (2014) describes how pupils in Finland are not assessed using numerical grades until the age of eleven (grade five). When the learning of Finnish pupils is assessed, it is done so using teacher made tests within each school. This means that no externally set standardized assessments are used and when assessments are conducted, these are usually descriptive and include feedback. This suggests that the main type of assessments used in Finland are the task-based formative assessment practices previously described in this article.
Finnish educational professionals do not believe that testing both learner’s achievements and schools’ performance with the use of standardised testing is required. The philosophy surrounding assessment in Finland is that there is a high priority on individualised education and creativity with the suggestion that each learner should be judged against their own individual progress and abilities rather than statistical indicators. Education developers in Finland suggest that curriculum, teaching and learning should form the basis of teachers’ practices in school. As previously discussed, this is not possible when the focus is on getting learners to pass an exam. In addition, in Finland assessment is used as a tool to improve not only learner’s performance but also to develop teacher’s practices throughout the academic year. This demonstrates an additional benefit to using task-based formative assessments over exam-based summative practices.
The OECD (2014) report also acknowledges that where assessment practices are based solely on teacher’s evaluation, there will be some limitations in being able to compare progress between pupils. However, this appears to be justified as the absence of standardised testing allows teachers to use more creative teaching methods that improve pupil’s concentration and curiosity to learn. This approach allows schools to keep the focus on learning and avoids some of the disadvantages often associated with external standardised testing such as narrowing the curriculum, teaching to the test, and unhealthy competition among schools. As a result, in Finland there is reduced competition between schools with less than 5% variation in student performance (Schleicher, 2006). There is also more freedom in curriculum planning than when exam based assessments are used. This external standardised testing culture is prevailing in many nations, including in the United Kingdom. Finnish education leaders think that high stakes testing policies are only successful if they improve student learning and not whether they improve numerical scores on a test. Student learning here could be defined through the development of such skills identified earlier in this article (critical thinking, problem solving and creativity). In addition, Finnish policies suggest that if student learning is not improved or if teaching practices are impaired, the validity of high-stake summative assessments must be questioned. As a result, Finnish school leaders and teachers do not believe that the use of externally set standardised tests are beneficial to pupils and their learning. If the Finnish ideology is in fact correct, this brings current British assessment policies under further scrutiny.
Impact on well-being
A further criticism of the use of exam-based summative assessment practices is the impact that they have on the well-being of learners. Within their literature review, Uzun & Ertok (2020) found a significant amount of evidence to suggest that exam-driven education is harmful for the psychological and, indirectly, physical health of learners. They state that such findings were reported in almost in every study that was reviewed. The explanation put forward for such findings was linked to the high-stakes nature of such assessments and the importance attributed to them. 
The suggestion that the presence of high stakes exams increase anxiety and stress in learners can be supported by Prabu (2015). This study reported that students often experience stress at predictable times during the academic year with the greatest sources of stress resulting from taking exams and grade competition. Prabu (2015) also suggested that problems relating to anxiety and stress can sometimes lead to pupil’s making mistakes during high stake assessments which can impact on learner’s performance. This suggestion is supported by Mohamadi, Alishahi and Soleimani (2014) who emphasised that exam apprehension could be one of many factors that have a potential influence on the exam score. Their research found that high levels of exam apprehension had a negative impact on exam scores. This suggests that the high stakes nature of exam-based summative assessments could be disadvantaging learners and implies that exam results do not accurately reflect learner’s abilities. In addition, Uzun & Ertok (2020) established that because of the stressful environment of the exam-based assessments, some unrecoverable things might happen on the day of the exams which, due to the high-stakes nature of such summative assessments, cannot be fixed afterwards. Therefore, if exam results are so heavily impacted by stress and anxiety and their representation of academic ability is questionable, this suggests that they should not be so heavily relied upon.
A further observation is that the findings relating to the impact of exam-based summative assessment practices on learner well-being appear to be universal. The data collected from the participants in Uzun & Ertok’s (2020) study, which was conducted in Turkey, matches the views of the Chinese students on the negative influences of exam-oriented education. Kirkpatrick & Zang (2011) conducted interviews, focus groups and surveys with 43 Chinese high school pupils. They found that Chinese pupils view education as nothing more than a means to pass examination and suggest that China’s exam-centric education system is stifling pupil’s imagination, creativity and sense of self. The researchers suggest that deemphasizing high-stakes testing, paired with moderated pressure to excel in school is more effective to motivate students and improve their academic success, psychological health and productivity in adulthood. In addition, the impact of exam orientated education can be seen when comparing reports of anxiety among pupils in Finland where, as previously discussed, the curriculum does not include such assessments. Kupari & Välijärvi (2005) found that that only 7% of 15-year-old Finnish students said they feel anxious when working on mathematics tasks at home compared to 52% in Japan. As Japan also has an exam-centric education system, this supports the suggestions made by other researchers about the negative impacts of exam-based summative assessment practices on pupil well-being (Kirkpatrick & Zang, 2011; Prabu, 2015; Uzun & Ertok, 2020).
In line with the criticisms of exam-based summative assessments, suggestions have been made about what can be done to reduce the negative impacts of such practices on well-being. Uzun & Ertok (2020) suggest that the importance placed on exam-based outcomes is unnecessary and that high levels of stress and anxiety among learners can be prevented through using more task-based formative style assessment practices. They suggest that the use of such practices can help to improve wellbeing of learners by enriching their individual, personal and academic worlds. The researchers propose that meaningful and useful tasks are important alternatives to exams and should therefore be valued and used more often in education. This idea is supported by Alderson (2005) who also found that summative assessment with long, conventional exams were very stressful for students. Alderson (2005) suggested that using continuous evaluations of pupil’s work, such as creating a portfolio of work or engaging in weekly tasks, was more appropriate and useful for pupils than educational assessments that are based on passing a final exam. One of the benefits of employing a task-based approach to assessment is that it does not put learners under as much pressure as exam-based assessments do. This is partly because, unlike exams, they are remediable, in addition, their function is not to punish or reward students by urging them to fail or letting them pass, but to provide opportunities to use their knowledge and skills and allow for continuous improvement. This may also help to explain the low levels of anxiety among Finnish pupils as found by Kupari & Välijärvi (2005). The impact of summative assessment on learner well-being has implications for the exam-orientated approach that we have within the British education system and considerations should be made about whether more suitable alternatives can be applied.
Conclusions
In conclusion, there appears to be some discrepancies between the definitions of formative and summative assessment in the research literature. The result of this is confusion among professionals about the differences between the two assessment practices as well as their functions and benefits within education. For the purpose of this article summative assessment was considered as the use of high stakes exam focussed practices, while formative assessment was considered as the use of task-based classroom activities. When compared to summative assessment, it appears that formative assessment improves students in many positive ways. The benefits of formative assessment practices are in part due to the role of feedback which is largely absent in summative assessment practices. The result of this is that learners are encouraged to be more reflective through the development of key skills such as critical thinking and creativity. In addition, summative assessment practices have been found to be detrimental to the well-being of learners with the suggestion that the use of more formative based would help to reduce such anxieties. Furthermore, the benefits of having an education system that is not exam-orientated have been seen in Finland who, in the absence of high stakes assessment practices continue to score highly in world PISA rankings (OECD, 2019). 
Despite the conclusions made above, the finding in this article should be treated with caution. As referred to by Lau (2016), it appears that the research literature has unintentionally created a harmful dichotomy between formative and summative assessment. The suggestion is not that exam-based summative practices should be eradicated, as their role within education is still acknowledged. Exam-based summative assessments are useful for establishing success criteria for learners and their purpose can function harmoniously with formative techniques. Therefore, the overall implications of this article are that assessment practices in the British education system would benefit from becoming less exam-focussed with the incorporation of more task-based formative assessment practices. This would help to improve both the educational experiences of learners and the practices of educational professionals within the field.
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