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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

[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
Throughout this essay the importance, and effectiveness, of Assessment for Learning (AfL) will be discussed. When it comes to discussing the importance of AfL two people always come to mind, they are Paul Black and Dylan William. Black and Williams state in their book Inside the Black Box that “Teachers need to know about their pupilsʹ progress and difficulties with learning so that they can adapt their own work to meet pupilsʹ needs” (Black and William, 1998, pg 2). This means that as an educator it is vital to understand the level at where any pupil or student is at. Without this knowledge, teachers are unable to know where the learner needs to go. 

There are many different types of assessment in education, but the purpose of the assessment is usually the same. In 1976 Macintosh and Hale made a list of the purposes of assessment, this consisted of: Diagnosis, Evaluation, Guidance, Grading, Selection, and Prediction. Even though there are different forms of assessment, most, but not all, of the list will always be used. AfL is the assessment of the education development of the pupils whilst the teaching and learning is in progress. As a result of assessing whilst the teaching and learning is taking place, the element of grading would not be used. In The Primary File Guide To Assessment, grading is stated grading as “finding out the level at which a pupil is performing and assigning a number or letter to signify the standard attainted” (Conner, 1995, pg 1). This would not be possible, nor necessary, when using AfL as it is an assessment during learning, not an assessment after. 

Formative Assessment is often used as alternative way to say AfL by some authors. However, in the 2009 book Assessment for learning: why, what and how?, William expresses that he believes “that there are important distinctions to be drawn”(William, 2009, pg 8). William then goes on to talk about a statement himself and Black made in 2002. In this it is explained that the main priority of AfL is to promote the pupils’ learning in progress. Whereas if assessment is designed for the purpose of ranking and/or accountability “such assessment becomes ‘formative assessment’ when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs”(Black and William, 2002, cited by William, 2009, pg 8).

Assessment has always played a big role in teaching and learning, it is seen as so important that it has its own section of the Qualified Teacher Status Standards (QTSS). Section S3.2 of the QTSS is all about monitoring and assessment. Even though, in these standards, AfL is not specifically mentioned my name, it does state “They make appropriate use of a range of monitoring and assessment strategies to evaluate learners’ progress” (QTSS, 2009, pg 9). It also states in S3.2.2 “They monitor and assess as they teach, giving immediate and constructive feedback to support learners as they progress.  They involve learners in reflecting on, evaluating and improving their own performance” (QTSS, 2009, pg 9). As shown, even though AfL has not been mentioned by its given title, there are many areas in the QTSS that interpreted that AfL should be used during the teaching and learning process. 

There are 4 elements to AfL which are: Quality of questing/ Quality of talk; Sharing criteria with learners; Use and quality of feedback; and Peer and self-assessment. Each of these elements is important and effective in its own right when used correctly, and there are many educational writers and theorist to back up each element. For example, Headington (2003) expresses a high importance for questioning, as do Wragg and Brown (1993). They state: “We often ask questions of children, not to obtain new knowledge for ourselves but to find out what the children already know”(Wragg and Brown, 1993, pg 3). The University of Reading recognises the importance of the AfL strategy, and its website highlights the use and quality of feedback: “It helps students understand the subject being studied and gives them clear guidance on how to improve their learning” (University of Reading, 2018). Race (2001) advocates that feedback is important and effective in all learning, and discusses the many ways it can aid a pupil’s confidence and enthusiasm in learning.

The Afl strategy, that will be later discussed and analysed, links to the remaining two elements of AfL, which are Sharing Criteria with learners, and Peer and self-assessment. Sharing success criteria with the learners is what many educational writers believe to be a crucial part of their learning. It allows the children to see and understand what they need to do to be successful in that task or activity. Not only does it give them the knowledge on how to be successful, but it is allowing them to be part of the assessment process, it allows the learners to take forefront in their education. Sadler (1998) states: 
“We need to let students into the secret, allowing them to become insiders of the assessment process. We need to make provision for them to become members of the guild of people who can make consistently sound judgments and know why those judgments are justifiable”.

Likewise, Gilbert (2010) agreed with the importance of sharing success criteria with learners by stating that for any learner to be judged on something then they need to know what they are learning. 

In a 1995 case study, Mowl and Pain, investigated the effectiveness and use of Peer and Self-assessment. They found that sometimes students are unwilling to see the weaknesses in their own work, but by assessing a peer work they can be more open about errors, which may also shed light onto mistakes they may have made. The aim of this study was “To develop students' awareness and understanding of the assessment process so that they are better able to respond the specific demands it makes” (Mowl and Pain, 1995, pg 327). The conclusion was that these elements of Afl were effective, but Mowl and Pain expressed that learners are generally attentive when assessing - however this is only if they have been prepared adequately and understand the reasonings and formats for these exercises.

Despite this, Nortcliffe (2012, pg 10) found some contradictory statements from students in her 5-year long case study about peer assessment. One student stated, “Peers tend to favour people they know over the people they don’t and be more lenient on people they know.”  This could be just a fear of that learner, nevertheless it is still a problem that could arise and has arose in the past as shown in Nortcliffe’s case study.

There are many learning theories (LT’s) such as Cognitive, Descriptive, Identity, and many more. However, the elements of AfL spoken of link to one or more of these three LT’s: Constructivism, Behaviourism, and Humanism.  Behaviourist such as Edward Thorndike and Ivan Pavlov believed in teaching and learning through positive and negative reinforcement. Both Pavlov and Thorndike did experiments on animals to see over time how the animals would learn through the negative and positive feedback, and they were both successful with their hypothesis. However, Humanistic educational theorists, such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, focus on the freedom of learning and the potential of the learner. The School of Humanism believes in self-motivation, and goals in particular areas of interest. It could be argued that self-assessment is a Humanistic approach to assessment as the learner is at the centre of their own evaluation. But contradictory to that, peer assessment would not come under the Humanistic approach as it could potentially put a pupil’s self-esteem in jeopardy, as shown in the comments made in Nortcliffe’s (2012) case study. 

Out of the three LT’s mentioned, Constructivism is the LT that the chosen elements of AfL relate to the most. This is because Constructivists, such as Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget, believe that “learning is an active process through which learners ‘construct’ new meaning” (Jordan, Carlile, and Stack, 2008, pg 55).  By having the success criteria in front of them, the children are able to construct their learning around the criteria. The teacher’s role is to support the learning and make challenges for their existing ideas. 

An Afl Strategy used during professional teaching experience
[bookmark: _Hlk532567881]The elements of AfL used in a professional teaching experience, was through the use of a hand out containing the learning objective and success criteria. There were also 3 columns entitled Self, Peer, and Teacher, which were for the children to self and peer assess their work to see if they met every point of the success criteria. In addition to these features there was also a comments section on how the pupils could improve for next time or if they were hypothetically to do the lesson again. This would not be for the teacher to fill out, this would just be for the pupils. The children responded to this openly. From observation, it was noticeably something they had used before and were used to it.

The writer used this strategy with a Key Stage 2 (KS2) class, however it can be adapted for Foundation Phase (FP). In FP even though some children may not read be reading yet, pictures/keys can be used to represent the different success criteria. As long as the success criteria is spoken through at the beginning of the lesson, as well as during, the children will understand what each one means and be able to assess themselves and peers accordingly. This strategy was found to be beneficial with this KS2 class. When spoken through many times, the end product had an obvious difference compared to end products of lessons where the children had the handouts, but it was not spoken through as much.

Although the sharing success criteria element of this strategy worked well, it was noticeable that the peer and self-assessment element did not. From observation and participation, it was evident that the children, and their peers, were automatically ticking the success criteria without checking the work to see if all the points had been done. With teaching assistants doing this also, the children were not learning the correct way to self and peer assess work. This first became aparent to the writer when ticking the success criteria for one child, and not ticking one of the points as they had not done that point. When the work was handed back to said child, they stated that the writer had left one of the ticks out.

 Even though sharing the success criteria with the class took a big part in the success of the end products, the peer and self-assessment hardly played a part in the pupils’ learning and understanding. It could be because this class overall had a low attainment level as well as they had not been introduced properly into self and peer-assessment, nonetheless it just did not seem to work for them.

Conclusion
From observing AfL in the classroom, it is apparent that it is effective and does support and develop childrens’ learning. However, it is something that needs to be worked on daily by educators and learners. As an educator, there is a responsibility to teach pupils how to use the chosen strategy. Without guidance and practise, certain strategies will not be as successful as others. For example, when peer and self-assessment was used in a professional learning environment with a Year 3 class, it deemed to be unsuccessful as the children had not had the proper information or guidance on how to use that strategy.  In spite of this, when learners had their success criteria shared with them there was a high increase in the successful outcomes. In conclusion, AfL is important and effective, but not without the teacher’s co-operation in educating the children on how to use it. 

AfL has such an important role in teaching and learning. The Welsh Assemble Government document, Why develop thinking and assessment for learning in the classroom expresses that by using AfL there has been an increase higher quality outcomes due to the learners performance, it has increased the engament of pupils’ in their own learning and education, and the ability to transfer skills across the curriculum has increased. “The ability to learn and apply new skills effectively throughout our lives is a fundamental requirement for today’s generation” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010, pg 2) AfL is a perfect way to develop and learn this. Learners become able to use their AfL skills whether in a classroom or not. With Donaldson’s new curriculum, Successful Futures, being put into practice in schools across the country, it is important to start approaching teaching and learning in a way that will not just satisfy classroom needs, but also create and develop transferable skills that a learner can use throughout their life. 
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