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A written assignment showing how a series of learning opportunities can be inter-linked to demonstrate progression in specific areas of learning and experience.

In this assignment, I will be discussing and examining Assessment for Learning (AfL) and Areas of Learning Experiences (AoLE) and the links between AfL and AoLEs within three learning episodes. AfL is a continuous cycle in learning and teaching which is being continually developed within the new curriculum (Education Wales, 2019). The six AoLEs include Health and Well-being, Humanities, Science and Technology, Expressive Arts, Language, Literacy and Communication, and Mathematics and Numeracy (Welsh Government, n.d.). AfL is an ‘approach to teaching and learning that creates feedback which is then used to improve students’ performance’ (Cambridge Education, n.d.). AfL can show where the learners are currently positioned with their learning, where they need to progress to next and how the teacher can support them with their development. Assessment is for ‘improving’ learning in addition to ‘proving’ learning, where improving learning is formative AfL and proving learning is summative (Cox, 2019). It is suggested that AfL strategies are to be used throughout the new curriculum as it is the underpinning of the next step in a child’s learning (Donaldson, 2015). AfL strategies could include traffic lights, basketball not ping pong and allowing time (DCELLS, 2010, pp. 38-41). These AfL strategies can be categorised into learning principles such as questioning, feedback and peer and self-assessment. Questioning can be used within peer discussion where all learners are actively involved so that quality of talk and answers are improved. Feedback is where target setting is focused on and the immediacy of feedback. Peer and self-assessment include on-going lesson assessment and the use of summative assessment (DCELLS, 2010, p. 30).

For this assignment, I will be planning for a mixed abilities year three class with three children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). The percentage of free school meals for this school is twenty-five percent. The children have previously shown an interest in the different foods that each child eats at lunch and therefore, I have decided that the topic for this term would be Food, Glorious Food. The children have also previously shown an interest for the film ‘Oliver’ when it was played during wet playtimes; most the children would all sing and dance to the song ‘Food, Glorious Food’. The learning episodes that I have planned will be the start of this topic and scheme of work. This terms topic ‘Food, Glorious Food’, follows on from the focus within the last topic where children were examining different types of exercise to keep their bodies healthy. This topic will be followed on by the next topic called ‘Plants and Me’ which is based around science around the world. In the next topic, the children will be studying where our foods come from more in depth and then looking at the links between people and places. The three AoLEs that I have decided to focus on for this particular group includes Expressive Arts; Health and Well-being; and Humanities. 

In Language, Literacy and Communication AoLE the children will have learnt how languages help develop identities and expand our interaction with others within Wales and outside of Wales. The children’s previous knowledge within the Expressive Arts AoLE includes being able to engage and explore within the arts. Within Health and Well-being, the children will have already focused on the long-lasting benefits of having an active body. The previous knowledge with Humanities that the children will be able to build on in this topic comprises of them understanding how our world is very diverse and dynamic. In Mathematics and Numeracy, the children have gained previous knowledge where they understand that relationships between variables can be expressed with symbols such as money with the pound sign. Finally, the last AoLE where the children have previous knowledge in is Science and Technology. In this AoLE, the children will have begun to understand where organisms can interact with each other and their environment and where this has its effects such as the eco-system (Welsh Government, 2018, pp. 11-28).

Assessing children’s learning, as mentioned in the introduction, can be categorised into two: summative and formative. Formative assessment, also known as AfL, has been referred to as the type of assessment that is undertaken by the adults in the classroom and is on-going during learning episodes, whereas summative assessment, also known as assessment for learning (AoL), is based on the final result such as results from a test or when a grade is given (Hayes, 2010). Therefore, it is suggested that better AfL will result in AoL as AoL is a reflection of the positive work done with AfL. In another book, Hayes (2004, p. 233) does mention that there is a ‘limit to the amount of informal formative assessment that a teacher can record or remember’ and that the best AfL strategies are ‘diagnostic’ where they supply proof and are not simply descriptive. The ‘What Matters’ statements are one of the first aspects of the new curriculum that teachers can refer to when assessing the progress of the children in their classes. The number of ‘What Matters’ statements differ for each AoLE and are directly linked to the learning that should take place within the AoLEs. The next point that teachers can consult when using AfL in their teaching is the Progression Steps that are outlined underneath each ‘What Matters’ statement. The ‘What Matters’ statements are directed towards teachers, whereas the Progression Steps are more child-friendly with most of the statements starting with ‘I can’ (Donaldson, 2015). The 5 progression steps should broadly be aimed at the ages of five, eight, eleven, fourteen and finally sixteen (Welsh Government, 2018). Donaldson (2015) also believes that a priority within the new curriculum is the four purposes. These are ‘ambitious, capable learners’; ‘enterprising, creative contributors’; ‘ethically informed citizens’ and ‘healthy, confident individuals’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29).

Having defined and explained what is meant by AfL and where it can be used in relation to Donaldson’s curriculum, I will now discuss more specific AfL strategies. Black and Wiliam (1998, p. 6) state that there is ‘negative impact’ when children receive grades or marks as these results are ‘over-emphasised’ and the valuable feedback where guidance on where the child should improve is given is over-looked. Hayes (2004, p. 239) also agrees that competitiveness should be avoided such as giving marks or grades and instead teachers should acknowledge the attempt and effort that a child has put into their work, especially for the lower attaining children. A study by Ruth Butler (in Hattie & Clarke, 2019) involved three groups of children with three different marking strategies, one group was given grades, a second group was given comments only and a third group was given both grades and comments. The study revealed that the children in the second group, who had comment only feedback, progressed the most. Due to the children being given both positive comments and constructive criticism, the child concentrated on using this feedback to improve their work rather than concentrating on a score. 

Grigg (2015) proposes that when group and class discussions are investigated the results show that these discussions are largely based on constructivists opinions and are a dominant factor of successful learning. He also suggests that when having group and class discussions, teachers will receive higher quality answers if they allow the children to have thinking time and also that the children’s answers are likely to improve if they know that ‘questions are aimed at how they think about a problem rather than what the right answer might be’ (Grigg, 2015, p. 350). Although children benefit from group and class discussions, Mercer (2000, p. 28) believes that children can only learn from successful discussions; these discussions need ‘ground rules’ to be successful. He concludes that for all the children to be able to learn successfully, these ground rules have to be shared between the children and adults that are taking part in order that they all have mutual awareness, understanding and agreement of these rules. Vygotsky suggested that when children worked alongside other children who have a greater understanding and knowledge around the learning that is happening, then all the children will learn more. Group work and class discussions are a way of children being helped by the ‘more knowledgeable other’ (MKO) and to learn off other children of the same age. He believes that children can relate to the MKO that is the same age as them because they can use language that both students are already familiar with and understand. Vygotsky states linking learning from a MKO to peer-assessment is more successful (Pound, 2014). 

Children need to understand what the success criteria is to be able to mark their own and their peers work. Peer and self-assessment fulfil this need and allow children to recognise achievements and possible areas for improvement. Along with the children being able to notice where their work has been successful and where the areas are for improvement, they can also begin to understand how best they learn in addition to what specifically they are learning (CCEA, 2000, p. 7). Hodgson (2010) agrees that when children participate in peer-assessment, they are displaying their understanding and knowledge of the success criteria through their comments on their peers work. However, Shuichi (2016) mentions that when children are given success criteria which can be immediately understood, the children lose out on developing valuable discovery skills and do not have the opportunity to construct their own knowledge by exploring the meaning of the success criteria. In my previous teaching experience, peer and self-assessment would have been more difficult as the children would not have understood the success criteria of the assessment comments as they were lacking in coherence. 

Hodgson (2010, p. 7) states that questioning is ‘essential to the success’ of AfL and supports this statement by suggesting that when teachers use different types of questions such as open and closed questions, they are able to identify where misconceptions are and how they can tailor the future lessons to the children’s needs. However, there is also the opinion that AfL can be interruptive. It could be suggested that questioning, in particular, can be disruptive to children’s learning and activities can be cut short or the activities paused when children are on the edge of finally understanding a topic or finding a new strategy to learn (Bell & Ritchie, 1999). Piaget believed that children’s learning will only be effective if teaching is tailored to the children’s individual needs and AfL strategies like open-ended questions should support the teaching (Pound, 2014). 

Within the new curriculum, there is a significant difference in the way children are taught. The new direction for children’s learning is based around AoLEs, learning adaptable skills and thematic learning (Donaldson, 2015). Thematic approaches are highly successful when children and their teachers are interested and eager to learn about a specific area of learning but is also successful when children are involved with the decision making of the topic. Cross-curricular work can only be effective and increase standards when continuous planning and assessment is being used by both teachers and children (Barnes, 2011). This section has attempted to provide a brief summary of the literature relating to the AfL strategies that I have used in my learning episodes so that in the next section, I can discuss the decisions I made in my planning of the learning episodes.

For this particular class, I have decided to concentrate on Health and Well-being, Humanities and Mathematics and Numeracy as AoLEs. However, for one learning episode I have decided it would develop the children’s knowledge further by being cross-curricular, therefore I have also incorporated the Creative Arts AoLE.

Due to the benefits I discovered while researching, my lesson episodes are based around a thematic approach. I have used a thematic approach for the three learning episodes because as highlighted above, Barnes (2011) suggests that when children and teachers are both engaged in the learning taking place, along with ongoing planning and assessment, the learning becomes more successful. The other reason for choosing thematic learning was that it involved the children in the decision making. Again, Barnes (2011) argues that this makes the learning more appropriate to the children in the class and should make the children more enthusiastic about the learning. I also chose this topic, ‘Food, Glorious Food!’ because I believe it has a strong link to one of the four purposes, ‘healthy, confident learners’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29). However, I do understand that not all the learning that has to happen can be linked back to the topic, therefore some lessons could be outside of the theme.

The first learning episode will be cross curricular. Within this learning episode, the AoLEs that are being covered are the Health and Well-being AoLE and Expressive Arts AoLE, with Health and Well-being being the main concern. The children will be using the Expressive Arts AoLE to understand information from the Health and Well-being AoLE. In this episode, the children will be introduced into the roles that food plays in everyday life. The children will also be expected to create a piece of art that will help their understanding. The ‘What Matters’ statement within the Health and Well-being AoLE that is being concentrated on for this learning episode is ‘Developing physical health and well-being has lifelong benefits’ (Education Wales, 2019, p. 6). Out of the progression steps numbered one to five, the children will be working around progression step two to make sure that they are mostly in line with the broad age guidelines as discussed above. The progression step that the children will be primarily working on is ‘I have developed an understanding that I need sleep, rest and a balanced diet to live and thrive’ except I have decided to adapt this statement to an ‘I can’ statement (Education Wales, 2019, p. 22). This has now become: ‘I can understand how to have a balanced diet’ with the element of understanding different food groups. Therefore, I created another ‘I can’ statement that is not in the draft curriculum. This ‘I can’ statement is: ‘I can understand the different groups of food and give examples of foods in those groups’. I felt that there was too much expected of the children to learn all the information that relates to that single progression step. Therefore, I decided to break it down as I believe the children are more likely to fully grasp and understanding and have concrete information on this to be able to progress onto progression step three where they are expected to understand and prepare nutritious and balanced meals. 

As discussed above, children respond well to questioning. I chose to use this AfL strategy in all of my learning episodes due to the significant research into questioning. I specifically used an AfL strategy called ‘big question’ in my first learning episode along with general questioning. Using the ‘big question’ technique helps to identify what the children already know and what they want to find out. This technique also identifies misconceptions so that the teacher can remove these misconceptions and can understand why they have these misunderstandings. I believe it helps in mathematics especially as often children have misconceptions such as when multiplying by ten you always add a zero on the end. The misconception of ‘just adding a zero on the end’ may work on whole number but does not work on decimal numbers as zero point one (0.1) multiplied by ten (10) does not equal zero point one zero (0.10), the actual answer is one (1). This misconception is where the children do not understand that it is the decimal point that moves. On the other hand, the disadvantages that were suggested above, I agree with. These disadvantages including disrupting the learning can have a sizable effect on the learning particularly the currently lower attaining. Questioning itself is a valuable strategy to understand the children’s thought processes behind their learning however, when over questioning occurs, this is when it becomes unproductive. I conclude that there is a time and a place for questioning which is what makes it a rewarding strategy.

Another AfL that I discussed earlier on in my essay was ground rules for talk in group and class discussions. This was also planned for in the first learning episode where it was used within circle time. As mentioned in the previous section, all the children have a common understanding of how to behave and be successful in learning from others meaning that the circle time could go ahead as planned with minimal disruption so the learning could be as successful as possible. It also makes the activity more worthwhile as I, as a teacher, can have confidence in the actual learning that is taking place and I can concentrate on this rather than trying to reinforce rules constantly which can disrupt the learning and take long for the desired learning to take place. When researching this AfL, I came to the conclusion that it would be more accessible for the currently lower attaining children if they could have a MKO to rely on. Consequently, I adapted my lesson plan slightly to incorporate this. I believe that with this scaffolding in place learning can be more direct to the children’s needs and potentially close the gap between the currently higher attaining with the currently lower attaining. 

Primarily, the main aspect of the Humanities AoLE that the children will be studying in the second learning episode is religious education (RE), specifically, celebrating and exploring the social and cultural importance of different types of food. In this learning episode, the children will have a number of ‘What Matters’ statements to work towards and although it is expected for them to be working towards these in this lesson, I do not expect the children to understand them all from one lesson. I believe that the children will need many lessons that will work towards the children fully understanding them. The children will be looking at the statement ‘human societies are complex and diverse and shoed by human actions and beliefs’ as the main ‘What Matters’ statement but also looking at the ‘What Matters’ statements: ‘developing and enquiring mind enables learners to explore and investigate the world’ and ‘informed and self-aware citizens’ (Education Wales, 2019, pp. 6-8). They will be looking at the progression steps that fall under each of these ‘What Matters’ statements still using progression step two.

As indicated previously, peer-assessment is a successful AfL strategy that helps children improve with their learning. I specifically chose to use ‘two stars and a wish’ for this peer-assessment. Peer-assessment is where children are able to show their understanding of what was expected on them in the lesson and of the success criteria. By the children carrying out this task, it shows me as the teacher who is able to understand the tasks given to them and who needs additional help in the future. Nevertheless, there is a disadvantage to this AfL strategy. This disadvantage is that it will take until the end of the learning episode for the teacher to be able to establish which students need additional help in the next learning episode. After researching MKO and peer-assessment, I have come to the conclusion that these AfL strategies can work together to improve the understanding that the currently lower attaining children have, again, bridging the gap between the currently lower attaining and the currently higher attaining children.

The third learning episode will concentrate on Mathematics and Numeracy as an AoLE where the children will begin to understand how to use fractions with the aid of a prop. As I have decided to concentrate on having a Mathematics and Numeracy AoLE session under the topic of ‘Food, Glorious Food’, I decided to use was a pizza as the prop. The children will also be using their previous knowledge from the Expressive Arts AoLE to help aid them in a task to understand this mathematical problem. This is where they will be able to use art to decorate two halves of a pizza differently to be able to visualise the fraction. As it is a Mathematics and Numeracy AoLE lesson, I believed it would make sense to only have one ‘What Matters’ statements so that the children can concentrate on understanding the mathematics knowledge without having a distraction. This ‘What Matters’ statement is ‘the number system is used to represent and compare the relationships between numbers and quantities’ (Education Wales, 2019, p. 6).

Learning episode three included the use of instant feedback from both adults and MKO using comments only. Returning to the literature referring to comment only feedback, it was shown in the study that children perform better when they are not given grades or marks. This convinced me that it was a very useful AfL strategy to use and I believe I will be using this in many of my future teaching practices. Additionally, it was identified that comment only feedback works best when praise is given along with constructive criticism. This could mean that this AfL strategy has to be completed to a high standard for it to be powerful. For it to completed to a high standard, I believe that as a teacher, I would have to be confident that my students they totally understand what is expected of them. There was very little evidence that this AfL was of little benefit to the learning of each individual student which gave me the assurance that it would be achievable for all of my class including the ALN children.

Although I have discussed and analysed four different strategies in detail above, I used a variety of AfL strategies that I have not discussed. I did not discuss all of the AfL strategies that I planned for as I believed that some of the AfL strategies were used briefly such as think, pair, share, walking gallery, increased thinking time and traffic lights. I understand that many AfL strategies can be used quickly in a lesson, such as the approaches mentioned in the last sentence, as a way to have active and immediate feedback. This section has attempted to provide a detailed discussion of my three learning episodes linking back to the literature research of AfL in general and of specific AfL strategies.

In summary, it has been shown from the literature research and the discussion of their uses in each learning episode, that not one single AfL strategy is the best way to conduct formative assessment as there limitations of many of these strategies. From my research it became clear that the best way to use AfL is to use a variety of approaches towards AfL. Based on my research for this essay, I have decided that in my future lesson plans I would use a mixture of AfL (formative) and AoL (summative) approaches with some of these strategies being the main way of gaining knowledge of where my students are and some of these strategies being brief, quick ways of gaining this knowledge of my students.

Within this essay, I found it hard to engage with the What Matters statements and Progression Steps as they can be quite vague and ambiguous. To combat this issue, as discussed in my lesson plan discussion, I adapted and even created my own to suit the learning needs of the children in my class. A specific progression step that I found was imprecise was ‘I have developed an understanding that I need sleep, rest and a balanced diet to live and thrive’ (Education Wales, 2019, p. 22). Another limitation I discovered with this essay was that when researching AfL, in general and specific strategies, there was very minimal evidence to suggest AfL was not successful nor that theorists had negative beliefs of AfL. This made it very difficult it be critical of AfL, however, I saw this as the reason why AfL is concentrated on in the new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015).

A quote that I believe sums up the view of AfL throughout this essay is: ‘All these points make it clear that there is no one simple way to improve formative assessment’ (Black & Wiliam, 1998). I also believe that Black and Wiliam are sound theorists of this way of assessing learning as they have completed a significant amount of research to back up their thoughts and have been able to convince teachers in the United Kingdom to be confident in using all the different strategies. They have also given suggestions of how to implement them into the curriculum. Therefore, I believe there is a strong logical reason behind having Assessment for Learning so deeply embedded into the document for the draft curriculum for Wales 2020. 
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