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What are staff and year 6 learners’ perceptions of success criteria?

Introduction
The aims of this study are to explore staff and year 6 learners’ perceptions of success criteria as an Assessment for Learning (AfL) strategy. Within the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) assessment is an essential part of supporting an individual learner on a daily basis and in addition, capturing the information to reflect on the learners’ progress over time. (Welsh Government, 2024). Welsh Government also posit that ‘learners are at the heart of assessment’. The use of success criteria as an AfL strategy is important because the success criteria are linked to the learning intentions and are generally agreed with the pupils at the start of the learning activity. 
The research study is focused on a year 6 class. The school is an urban primary school with approximately 200 children and one class per year group. To investigate success criteria as an AfL strategy, my study has necessitated the creation of a semi-structured interview for focus groups of children. In addition, online questionnaires will be used to gain the opinions and feedback from members of staff within the school. This study also aims to explore the effectiveness of interviews and questionnaires as research tools. 

Literature Review
The Assessment Reform Group (ARG, 2002) in the UK defined AfL as, “Assessment for Learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ learning”. Assessment becomes formative assessment when the evidence is used to adapt the teaching to meet the needs of the learners. According to the ARG, assessment for learning needs to be underpinned by theoretical concepts to achieve maximum benefits when it is put into practice, and they have devised the ten ‘research-based principles of assessment for learning to guide classroom practice’ (2002).
Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam (1998) shaped the understanding of classroom assessment in their report ‘Inside the black box: Raising standards of classroom attainment.’ They showed that assessment for learning is a very powerful way to improve learning and to raise standards. According to Black and Wiliam (1998) The teacher needs to adapt their own work to meet the needs of the individual pupil, as this varies from one pupil to another. Understanding the progress of the pupil and any difficulties they may have with learning is an integral part of this. Teachers can ascertain what they need to know in numerous ways, such as observation and discussion in the classroom and from reading the pupils’ written work.
My research study focuses on the sharing success criteria element of AfL. Numerous educational theorists have contributed to the further understanding of assessment for learning, and I will explore some of these with specific reference to success criteria. The term ‘visible learning’ was defined by the researcher John Hattie (2009) in his book ‘Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement’. According to Hattie’s visible learning theory, learning must be as ‘seen’ as possible and not assumed. Visible learning methodology involves the teacher observing and analysing students’ work and progress to understand the individual learning needs. This will also enable the teacher to set relevant and effective goals and objectives for the learners, so that they can be engaged in their own learning. This more individualised and differentiated learning approach aims to increase motivation and improve student performance. Success criteria is an important aspect of visible learning. It is important to identify which part of the teaching worked well and led to visible student learning. In the classroom, the students must understand what they are learning, its purpose, how they would check their learning and why the learning was important. To achieve those targets, the teacher should use success criteria and learning intentions. Hattie (2009) posits that this greatly improves student learning. 
Whilst Hattie’s work is well regarded, several critics disagree or question aspects of his work. O’Neill et al (2009) wrote the article ‘Invisible Learnings: A commentary on John Hattie's book ‘Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement’. Whilst recognising that Hattie’s book makes a significant contribution to successful teaching, they had several concerns including whether teachers might try to use the findings in too simplistic a way; and the quantitative research relating to ‘school effects’ might be presented in isolation from cultural and social contexts. In Dylan Wiliam’s book ‘Leadership for Teacher Learning’ (2016), the author discusses the limitations of meta-analysis and the problems with effect sizes. He warns that meta-analysis is not a suitable technique to summarise the relative effectiveness of improving student learning.
Carol Dweck’s (2006) work on fixed versus growth mindsets is very important in understanding how students’ beliefs about their ability might affect their engagement with learning goals. Her research shows how learning goals may be used to promote a growth mindset, where students have control over their learning. However, it must be noted that her theory ignores the innate ability in children and some children may not have access to resources that aid their progression.
Estyn (2022) also posit in their report titled ‘Effective approaches to assessment that improve teaching and learning’, that when children know what success looks like and how it can be achieved, then teaching and learning is improved. According to Estyn (2022) in many of the schools that they visited, effective strategies have been developed by teachers to engage pupils in the learning and assessment process, which in turn helps to develop their independence and motivation.  For the best practice in using success criteria Estyn argue that it must be specific to the intended learning, and relevant to the child's ability. Wiliam and Leahy (2015, p.28) concur and state that “if our students know where we are headed, we are more likely to arrive at our destination.” Estyn further state that the most effective practitioners use their professional judgement to decide when to either share or co-construct success criteria and learning intentions with the pupils. A strong collaboration is fostered in the classroom when teachers engage with pupils in evaluating how effective success criteria is in helping with their self and peer-assessment. Graham Donaldson in his ‘Successful Futures Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales’ (2015), recommends that practitioners should provide children with success criteria to guide self-assessment and peer assessment, as well as longer-term learning objectives.
In the Information Booklet of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment NCCA (2015), ‘The value of learning intentions and success criteria’, they state that children regularly receiving such information in the classroom are more motivated and active in their learning, they can focus for longer periods of time and are more able to take responsibility for their own learning. They suggest that when the teacher shares the learning intention with the pupils (what they will be learning) and the success criteria (what they are looking for in their pupils' work), this supports the pupils in developing self-management skills. In addition, the learners will develop their communication skills as they give and receive feedback. Through frequent self and peer assessment against success criteria in a learning episode, (for instance using traffic light colour ratings), children are put at the centre of their learning, which theorists such as Montessori or Piaget advocate.  
The educational author and Headteacher David Dunn in his book ‘How to be an Outstanding Primary School Teacher’ (2017), discusses the use of success criteria as the steps towards achieving the learning objectives. When the children are given these steps, they are empowered as learners to recognise what they have achieved in their learning and how they can improve. If the learning objective is closed, the success criteria should be worked through absolutely and in the correct order to achieve the required goal. Success criteria for open objectives are slightly different, they can be compulsory in nature as closed learning objectives, or they might be a list of things to be included. Once the teacher is confident with generating success criteria, the next step is for the pupils to make their own success criteria. Pupil generated success criteria will personalise learning even more and achieve the best results.


Methodology
This research study has been designed using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews in focus groups; these are the research tools. The questionnaires have been designed for five teachers to complete anonymously using Microsoft forms (online software). The questionnaire which I designed has 10 questions, with a variety of types of questions which include unstructured, semi-structured, and three types of structured questions - multi-choice, Likert scale and dichotomous. Unstructured questions give the respondent the opportunity to write freely and, in more detail, (Naser, 2024). Such questions offer detailed qualitative responses; however, analysis and standardisation are more challenging. I chose to include unstructured questions where I wanted to collect more comprehensive answers (Questions 2, 9 and 10, Appendix 2). Semi-structured questions are similar to unstructured questions but require a less detailed response in relation to a previous question (Question 6, Appendix 2).
Structured questions provide quantitative data which can be standardised and easier to analyse. Questions using the Likert scale involve a rating scale used to measure respondents’ attitudes, opinions and motivations (Qualtrics, 2024). The Likert scale was devised by the American social scientist Rensis Likert in 1932 (Batterton and Hale 2017). The scale generally goes from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ with ‘neutral’ in the middle. I have used a five-point scale (Question 3, Appendix 2); however, the size of the scale might vary, with the traditional five-point scale being replaced by a seven-category scale. The larger scale would offer extra choices to respondents, but it has been suggested that with large rating scales people do not tend to select the extreme categories. Rating scales with only 3 categories e.g. poor, satisfactory, good may not offer enough distinction. If there were an even number of categories on the scale, respondents would need to select a ‘for’ or ‘against’ statement, as there would not be a neutral in the middle (Jamieson, 2025). 
My questionnaire includes several multichoice questions with multiple answers (Questions 1, 4, 7 and 8, Appendix 2). These close ended questions are popular in surveys, producing easy to analyse data. They are quick and easy to complete, however the data that they produce is only quantitative. A simple variation of the multichoice question is a dichotomous question (Question 5, Appendix 2). These only give an option of two responses, such as ‘true/false’ or ‘yes/no’. 
Structured and unstructured questions have strengths and weaknesses. Structured questions provide easy to analyse answers, whereas unstructured questions give detailed and varied responses, providing a deeper understanding. Using a combination of structured and unstructured questions on a questionnaire can provide broad ranging results to analyse. It is important to create a balanced survey, and this will also help to avoid respondent fatigue, which may happen if a participant loses interest in completing a questionnaire (Jeong et al. 2022), however this is generally more applicable to longer questionnaires.
The second research tool I have devised is in the form of semi-structured interviews to be conducted with children in the year 6 class. The interviews are designed to be in small groups of 4 children at one time, interviewing a total of 5 groups. I created six questions for the children to answer with prompts (Appendix 3), aiming to find out the children’s views on what they think about success criteria. Semi-structured interviews are more open ended than structured interviews and are used extensively to provide qualitative research. Due to the loose structure of semi-structured interviews, interviewees have ample opportunities to explain their thoughts (Barclay 2018). As there is room to ask for clarification, there is less stress put on the interviewee. The interviews will be recorded (with consent) so that they can be transcribed and then later coded and analysed. 
When conducting research in the classroom, it is critical to have a thorough understanding of ethical issues in line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, fifth edition (2024) and Education Workforce Council’s (EWC) Code of Professional Conduct and Practice (2024). I also made sure that I followed the university’s ‘Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice’ (UWTSD, 2022). When completing research, the school’s safeguarding policy must also be adhered to. I completed an ethics form (Appendix 1) which covers the issues that need addressing. At the outset, a consent form must be completed by the headteacher (Appendix 4) and an additional form for the staff involved in the research (Appendix 5).
During the interview research, making sure that the participants are at ease is a primary consideration. For example, when conducting my research, this involves checking in with the children throughout, and they would be advised that they can leave at any time. I chose to use happy and sad face cards, which gives the children the opportunity to visually express how they feel about participating and if they would like to withdraw (Appendix 6).  At the start of each group interview, I would also advise the children that their answers will be anonymous, confidential and for them to answer honestly. 
Once the questionnaires and interviews have been completed, the next step in the research study is to analyse the data. The quantitative data from the questionnaires can be analysed by means of using graphs, tables and bar charts which can be generated on Microsoft forms. The raw qualitative data from the interviews must be transcribed and then coded using themes; which provide a structured help to present the findings more coherently. Each code can also be assigned a colour to aid in the analysis of the transcripts. The aim of the coding is to organise the data into manageable sections and compare responses that are relevant. There are software packages to help the coding process, however for a small dataset it might be an unnecessary expense NFER (2013).
Once the data has been analysed, conclusions should be drawn and comparisons made. Reliability and validity must be considered when evaluating the quality of the research. The reliability concerns how consistent the research is, whereas the validity relates to how accurate the results might be (Middleton, 2022). However, a reliable test may not always be valid – you might be able to reproduce the results, but they may not necessarily be correct. If this research study were to be repeated, then this would increase its reliability. The study has been designed to ask four different groups of children the same interview questions, this should help increase the accuracy of the results. If this research were to be replicated in several different schools; the accumulation of the data would be broader and richer, hence increasing the validity of the study. 

Conclusion
As part of the Welsh curriculum, the seventh of the twelve pedagogical principles of learning is to ‘employ assessment for learning principles’ (Welsh government 2023). Within the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) assessment for learning places the student at the heart of their learning with the use of success criteria as an AfL strategy, an essential part of supporting all learners. Hattie (2012) explains that when students are invited to co-construct the success criteria, the learning process is deepened and with it a learner’s ability to predict their success. He says when we view learning through the eyes of the students it becomes more visible. Several critics however disagree with some aspects of Hattie’s work, of note are O’Neill et al (2009) who questions whether teachers might try to use to findings in too simplistic a way and Dylan Wiliam (2016) who discusses the limitations of meta-analysis.
Strengths of the research can be drawn from the variety of answers from the pupils being interviewed (qualitative data) and the teachers completing the questionnaires (qualitative and quantitative data. This mixed method approach will provide a rich data source to analyse, however there will be limitations. The response rate from the teachers might be low if they are too busy to complete the questionnaires, resulting in limited data to analyse, and therefore less valid conclusions to be drawn from the data, due to non-response bias and a non-representative sample.
This research project has had an impact on my professional development, as I have had the opportunity to consider how I can obtain and record the views of teachers and pupils on a specific AfL aspect. The ability to plan, carry out and analyse a research project, in line with the QTS standard ‘Professional Learning’, offers a most valuable and transforming aspect to my future professional practice. 
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