ECAD6008 – James Coughlin
Critically reflect on your progress in planning, preparing and teaching lessons that incorporate specific pedagogical principles. (This evidence should be taken from you Professional Learning Passport –PLP.) Identify one of these pedagogical principles as an area for development and justify the next steps in your development.
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Throughout my first Professional Teaching Experience, I immersed myself in as many practical lessons as possible, acting like a human sponge emphatically trying to absorb as much information from my class teacher as possible. As this is the first year of my experience of teaching in a school setting, I saw this first placement as a real “trial and error” period of not just pedagogy, but all aspects of the classroom environment. In this essay, I will be setting out to explore a specific method of one of the 12 pedagogical principles in the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2017). The pedagogical principle I have chosen for this essay is Assessment for Learning. This is the teaching method that involves the learner and creates an element of feedback into lessons; the idea behind this is that it will improve the student’s classroom performance. I’ve chosen this principle as I used various practical methods of this during my lessons. Furthermore, it was a method that my class teacher actively used herself. As I engaged in this various times over my six weeks of teaching experience, I was able to receive feedback on what went well, and areas for development for my next teaching placement. Assessment for Learning is an area that, when executed well, can be a highly effective method of assessing pupils’ learning. This method will be explored further throughout this essay by reflecting upon strategies trialled and analysing literature and ideologies that will support me with further development.
 As educational practitioners, we strive to make our lessons as engaging as possible, thus enhancing the learning experience for the students. John Hattie (2012) believes that good teachers must facilitate students’ potential for further education and employment which will aid them to becoming contributing members of society. He states this as one of his three “fundamental principles that underpin teaching” (Hattie, 2012, p8). This point emphasises the need to make sure that all the students in our classes are learning effectively so that they can make the most of what comes next after education. This also encourages students to become enterprising creative contributors (Donaldson, 2014), one of Professor Graham Donaldsons’ four purposes in the new curriculum of Wales following on from his 2014 report on education in Wales. Hattie (2012) also states that when teaching is visible for the learner, their academic ceiling is higher. Achieving this is the result of the use of a range of techniques that the teacher will learn over time, but it stems from a range of learning methods that help to develop the students’ understanding. Assessment for Learning is the principle of helping the student look forward, rather than backwards, in connection with their learning. Furthermore, this enables the teacher to aid the student in developing their understanding and helps them to know what they need to do next to progress (Florenz, M and Sammons, P 2013, p4). This assessment style is formative in its nature and would suggest it does not rely on previous results or achievements, as the assessment of the student can take place there and then.
        During the observation week in my first placement, I discovered my class was of mixed ability and attainment. Within the class I had students who were less able, some at age related standard, and a minority of students above age expectation. With the less able learners at the forefront of my concerns, the goal was to think about suitable learning methods to support their understanding. Florenz and Samons (2013) note the importance of feedback in a classroom setting and how it can be a factor that can enhance the confidence of the less able children, deeming it one of the most important aspects around assessment for learning. Florenz and Samons (2013) also state that an alternative method - marking work - can have a detrimental effect on the less able learners, as they may compare their work with their peers. The idea is that giving the student a mark to show whether they are ‘right or wrong’ can be seen as an ineffective way to aid improvement. The use of feedback Hattie (2012) believes, “is most powerful when the nature of feedback is related to the student's level of proficiency” (Hattie, 2012, p102). with the belief that feedback should be specific and purposeful to the pupil’s ability and level of understanding to enable them to make progress. It does not matter how able the student is; they should still make progress if the feedback is tailored to their ability.  In his earlier research on the importance of feedback, Hattie concluded that certain styles were more effective than others, with the use of verbal and corrective feedback most useful in helping the students complete a task more effectively. (Hattie, J & Timperly, H 2007. p.83 - 84) On the other hand, the research that Hattie and Timperly conducted, concluded that, “Programmed instruction, praise, punishment and extrinsic rewards were the least effective for enhancing achievement” (Hattie, J & Timperly, H 2007. P 84) Black and William’s (1998) ground-breaking research concluded that formative assessment supports the less able more so than the other students, as they could see clearer improvement with these groups of learners. This research from Black and William paved the way for how we see assessment for learning in education today. However, Florenz and Sammons (2013) would argue that research on assessment for learning can be vague, as many researchers suggest the element of feedback is not a big enough factor to be influential on its own; it is often other factors that are more instrumental to students’ learning. To offer a similar perspective, in their detailed study on effective teaching (Ko, et el. 2013) concluded that relying on the curriculum and methods of student assessment was not as big a factor as the quality of the teacher regarding the improvement of pupil learning. With these aspects taken into consideration, some researchers believe that it is only one element of many practices that are influential in a classroom environment. 
  The first use of an assessment for learning strategy came from a maths lesson during my placement. I was delivering a coordinates lesson with the focus of plotting various coordinates on a grid. As my class was split in two mixed ability groups, I was able to repeat this specific lesson, which was a helpful tool to trial learning techniques. In the first lesson of the two, I noticed a misconception with several students and the understanding of the “along the corridor and up the stairs” method to locate the position of the coordinate. I was using the whiteboard as a base, with a grid projected onto the screen, and asking the children to help me by putting their hands up and giving me the answers. In the second part of the lesson, whilst pupils were filling in their worksheets, I noticed that some of them did not seem to have a full understanding and were plotting incorrect locations. After discussing this misconception with my class teacher, I wanted to trial a more effective way to assess the students’ understanding and make the lesson more interactive. Black and William (1998) believe it is of high importance that lessons should be interactive, so that teachers can understand that all pupils learn in different ways; this support teachers with adapting work to support the needs of the students. In the next lesson, I gave pupils whiteboards during the interactive phase of the lesson. This gave the children the opportunity to demonstrate their understanding more effectively to me and therefore helped me to assist any students who were struggling with their understanding before they completed the independent part of the lesson. In his detailed analysis of what qualities students have prior to a lesson, Hattie (2012) explains the concept of “Self- Efficacy”. This idea is that children come to class and will interact with the lesson in one of two levels: those with high levels will relish in the challenge and not be afraid to fail, thus helping them look for ways to improve in the future. Those with low levels will then shy away from a challenge to save face. In my placement these two types were evident. There were students who would jump at the opportunity to ‘show me’ the answer on their whiteboard, and this sometimes resulted in them giving me the wrong answer. It seemed that these pupils were not fazed, by ‘being wrong’ at times as it made them more determined to get the answer right next time.. On the other hand, there were students who did not seem to have confidence in their answers or the process of showing me them on a whiteboard. When these pupils were prompted to show me the answer, they usually provided a wrong answer or lack of understanding. This helped me to provide further support to them. 
     To develop an understanding of this, D, William (2006) suggests in a report on formative assessment that whiteboards were used as a method to provoke a response from students and help the teacher to provide further on the spot assessment. However, Smith does suggest that other methods including “rubrics” (an assessment tool that helps the student to self mark their work) were the preferred methods of assessment. This differs from the use of whiteboards that would provide a more on the spot assessment, however, rubrics would be able to provide a method that is more measurable from a research perspective. Furthermore, Lambert et al. (2006) conducted research that gave results showing teachers were able to decrease the prevalence of disruption in the classroom by 90% by implementing interactive learning techniques. The use of a whiteboard in lessons may help to limit distractions from their peers and the space around them. Not only does the study suggest these methods to eliminate disruption, Lambert et al. (2006) describes these strategies as a “student response system” and explains that these techniques, such as the use of whiteboards, are more successful in achieving full class engagement. 
   Another method of assessment for learning that I adopted during my first term was the use of cooperative groups. I was delivering a session at the start of our new topic, which was an enquiry on Fairtrade, and I had previously noticed that certain students would happily become passengers in their learning. They would only contribute in lessons when asked, and after the initial teacher’s input, would struggle in the practical elements of the lesson. I decided to put the children into small groups of two or three. I asked the children to nominate a person to feedback for each section of the lesson, and eventually they would reflect upon their own learning at the end of the lesson for the purpose of self-assessment. This method mixed questioning with feedback and allowed me to gauge the level of pupils’ understanding of the topic as we went through the lesson. These are two elements that Florenz and Samons (2013) deem as key principles of assessment for learning. I set the questions out on the board in front of them, and the students would have to work through the questions together before then doing group feedback sessions. Upon research conducted by Florenz and Samons (2013), they concluded the use of questioning in the classroom could be modified, as their studies suggested the use of closed question and answer put too much pressure on the students. They concluded that having questions that were open ended in their nature, that used the whole classroom to form a discussion, were more useful in improving students’ learning. These ideas are similar to Black and William’s (1998) research, which believes that the use of questioning is important as it enables the students to learn from each other and their teacher from post question discussions and forms “deep thinking” in the classroom, (Black and William, 1998, p10). However, there have been cases in the past where researchers believe that assessment for learning, after being brought into national initiatives in countries and adopted as part of the curriculum, such as in England, can become misconstrued. England developed an initiative called the Assessment for Learning Strategy (The National Strategies, 2008) Dylan William (In Stewart 2012) explained that a mistake that was made was calling it “assessment” as it was interpreted that it was to do with exams and student testing. It was also criticised by Swafield (2011) who suggested that implementing this strategy into the national curriculum had a negative effect, as it would just be seen as another tool for teaching and would end up eventually being dismissed, thus tarnishing the nature of assessment for learning in the classroom. Although questioning in a formative sense is important, it cannot be seen as a rigid method of assessment and must be flexible in its nature when it is used in the classroom. 
    Another key aspect of assessment for learning that Florenz and Samons (2013) deem as a key principle is the use of peer and self-assessment. This strategy is seen as a method which gives the children more independence and puts them in charge of their own learning. Florenz and Samons (2013) also highlight that research suggests that students can take criticism on board more effectively when it comes from their peers and not their teacher. Black and William (1998) reinforce the point that students can be more truthful, and often honest, when assessing themselves and their peers. From the teacher's perspective, this can be beneficial and can be another method of formative assessment to use in the classroom. Black and William (1998) suggest the downside of this is that students are not aways aware of clear lesson targets. From this, it is obvious that there must be clear learning intentions that pupils need to be aware of, and understand, at the start of the lesson. John Hattie (2012) concurs that if the learning objectives are shared with the students, it allows them to be more confident with their learning and to make mistakes and learn from them. Learning objectives were something that I regularly used in my lessons, giving them to the children to print in their books. I would then cross reference this with the students at various points in the lesson, making judgements about their understanding of the topic, and also when later marking the students’ work after the lesson.
      As a result of the reflection that I have conducted on my first placement, I have realised that I engaged in assessment for learning many times. Introducing the use of whiteboards helped me to get a better understanding of the students’ learning. The strategy proved to be effective as I could easily see which students understood and which did not, and this enabled me to make on-the-spot assessments. To add to this, when students got the answers the wrong way around, I was able to remind the whole class of the method so that they could all locate a coordinate on a grid correctly by the end of the session. It also helped me to see which students were unable to understand this completely; the result of this being that I gave them a worksheet tailored more for their level. I would certainly use this technique again from a maths perspective. To return to Black and William (1998) and their opinion on making lessons interactive, moving forward I will look to implement whiteboards more regularly into my lessons, and ensure that they are available from the start of the lesson. This would minimise the level of disruption once the lesson has started. Lambert et al. (2006) research also concluded that you could decrease classroom disruptions from interactive teaching methods, so I will hope this will help continuing with these methods but tweaking them slightly will help me going onto my next placement. 
   Upon reflection, the efficacy of cooperative groups depends upon the mix of pupils within each group. It was incredibly important which students I placed on each table so that the group worked effectively. At the start of the lessons, I split the students up quickly, but in hindsight, I should have put a bit more thought into this process. Some of the groups worked very effectively together, and completed tasks efficiently, but, on the other hand, there were some groups who lacked in the quality of their feedback and answers to the questions I posed. A report into schools in Switzerland referenced in Black and William (1998) explained that some students are just happy to “get by” and every teacher who undertakes formative assessment must be aware of pupils’ traits and habits in the classroom. In the future, I will consider how the pupils in my class can be grouped together so that they can all achieve the best learning outcome for them as individuals. John Hattie (2012) believes you must see students as the “owners of their own learning” (Hattie, 2012, p.118) I believe that cooperative learning is an effective method, but, moving forward, I will be more aware of which students I group together as I believe it is a more important factor than I had originally considered. I must also pay attention to the students with lower attainment in these situations as they may require more support than other students. 
  One aspect of my educational experience that I would like to concentrate on in the future Is peer and self assessment. Learning objectives are already implemented in my placement school, and the class teacher gave me the support with their use from the start. They were very useful in being able to give the children a physical objective at the start of the lesson; following this I could then make an assessment, not just during the lesson, but afterwards, when I was physically marking their work. I must be more clear in highlighting these goals to the students at the start of the lesson so they are aware of their lesson objectives and learning goals. Hattie (2012) believes that as educational practitioners we must support students with attaining these goals and if we are more vocal throughout the process with regards to giving feedback, they are more likely to succeed. So, as I move into my year one class in my next placement, I will discuss the learning objectives in a more formative way with pupils throughout each lesson.
  Assessment for learning was a big part of my teaching repertoire throughout my first five weeks and I will be taking that into my next element of teaching. There are always going to be elements for improvement throughout my teaching career and I will make sure I am always taking my professional learning into consideration. One of the Professional Teaching Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2017) elements has a strong focus on this “wider research and findings” so I will continue to familiarise myself with assessment for learning as a whole and improve the use of it in my teaching practice throughout my career.   
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