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Developing a consistent, whole school approach to marking and feedback
A report based on action research completed in a large, amber-rated town school in Pembrokeshire. A must read for you if you are unhappy with your current Marking and Feedback Policy. Is it unmanageable and a waste of a teacher’s precious time? Is your feedback not having any significant impact on your pupils learning?
Beth Field


Abstract
To be effective, feedback should cause thinking to take place. When teacher attitudes change and control is relinquished, the assessment of a pupils’ work becomes a paramount step in the learning process, rather than a summative judgement. 
The intended outcomes of our action research are, as follows:
· Improved attainment
· Pupils understand what they need to do to improve
· Greater level of challenge and moving pupils forward
· More effective success criteria
· Greater understanding of self and peer assessment
· Consistency in marking and feedback across the school
· Reduce marking outside of lessons to a minimum
· Effective marking policy that everyone adheres to and understands
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Introduction
In a recent survey of staff in my primary school setting 54% of teachers said that we mark the pupils work for the benefit of Estyn. Other answers included ‘Parents’, ‘Senior Leadership Team’ and ‘ERW’. “We mark because it says we have to in our marking policy. Pupils are more responsive to the verbal feedback we give in lessons.” (Anonymous 2018). This was the critical incident that resulted in my action research.  With all the documented research about Assessment for Learning and Formative Feedback, I found myself wondering why so many of my colleagues (who are experienced, well respected teachers) had such an outdated opinion about the purpose of marking their pupils work. This identified a major problem in our school and led, in some way, to explaining the recent downward trend in our core data at FPI and CSI. See Figure 1
“Is there evidence that improving formative assessment raises standards? The answer was an unequivocal yes. Few initiatives in education have had such a strong body of evidence to support a claim to raise standards” (Black & Wiliam 1998).
We surmised that any previous input had had little impact on our colleagues practice and that we needed to make it real for our setting, with a measured impact on raising the standards of OUR pupils. We needed to make it pertinent to us. Therefore, my co-teacher and I set out to complete action research to develop a more consistent approach to marking and feedback, initially in our Year 2 classes before presenting our findings to the whole staff. Our classes would become the black box talked about by Black and Wiliam (1998), and we would become the researchers, “How can anyone be sure that a particular set of new inputs will produce better outputs if we don’t at least study what happens inside?”.
Having read at length the work of McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead we followed their structure for action researchers. We reviewed our current practice, established our baseline and found it lacking. We identified formative assessment as the aspect we wanted to investigate. We collaboratively planned a way forward, using various methods which included changes to timetable, pedagogy, lesson structure and marking. As we were already in the second term of the academic year, we decided to begin our action plan immediately, and while continually reviewing and modifying our approaches based on evidence of pupil work and pupil voice, we feel confident that our input has had a measureable impact on pupil outcomes already.

Background/Literature survey
Through my research on the impact of quality feedback I have looked in detail at all three aspects of Assessment for Learning, as illustrated in the figure below, which have influenced my own research and improved my classroom practice considerably.

Research shows that it is not about assessing the work of children for the purposes of accountability or ranking performance.   I feel this is the current opinion of my colleagues, in that they believe it is expected of them to merely certify their own competence. The purpose of Assessment for Learning (or AfL) is to support pupils learning, provide information to pupils and teachers about progress and also to inform the planning of future learning activities, as supported by Gareth Coombes (2017) who refers to ‘feed forward’.
When I looked at my current practice, and that of my colleagues, I found that we were guilty of falling into the trap of teaching to tests. We were not planning carefully enough for the questions we would ask throughout our lessons, we were marking books to tick a box during the next round of monitoring when the senior leaders would collect our books for the dreaded ‘book scrutiny’, and we were paying lip-service to self-assessment by occasionally getting the pupils to hurriedly stick a coloured dot on their piece of work at the end of a lesson. 
Questions
Effective questioning is paramount throughout a lesson and is a particularly important aspect of impromptu interventions, or mini plenaries, that teachers conduct while the pupils are engaged at an activity. This view is supported by Black et al (2004) who suggested that asking simple questions can provide invaluable opportunities to extend pupils thinking through immediate feedback.  
As documented in Welsh Assembly Government guidance, we as teachers must ask questions that are worth asking and answering. In the guidance the views of Black and Wiliam are quoted as saying “What is essential is that any dialogue should evoke thoughtful reflection in which all pupils can be encouraged to take part.” (1998) We as teachers need to be clear about the purpose of our questions, ensuring that learners understand what type of thinking is being promoted. 
Feedback
Black and Wiliam et al, (2004) explain that assessment becomes formative when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs. It is important to note that teachers need to adopt and develop a wide range of strategies to use throughout the lesson/learning which encourages learners to make ongoing improvements. The Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) in (2010) gave these examples of ongoing feedback:
· Checking against the success criteria
· Comparing own work with exemplars provided by the teacher
· Class discussion of one learners ongoing work, displayed on the whiteboard
· Questioning/probing about ongoing work by the teacher
· Teacher oral nudges and comments to individuals/small groups
· Peer and self-assessment 
Some of these recommended examples of feedback were going on in our classrooms however I was prompted to ask:
· How consistently?
· How frequently?
· How well?
· What is the impact?
· Was our policy reflecting current research and guidance?  
Dylan Wiliam suggests that feedback should be a ‘minute-to-minute process’ rather than an end-loaded process and strategies such as those listed above can make this a reality. A positive result of the staff/teacher questionnaire that we conducted showed that 91% recognised that feedback should be given ‘during the lesson/immediately’ with only 9% identifying the ‘end of the lesson’ as the most effective time to give feedback.
In my opinion there is a vast difference between the views of teachers and that of pupils when asked what is highly effective feedback? When talking about the views of teachers, Hattie and Yates (2014) have researched what teachers’ believe feedback consists of and have compiled a list of the following ten C’s:
· Comments, and more instructions about how to proceed
· Clarification
· Criticism
· Confirmation
· Content development
· Constructive reflection
· Correction (focus on pros and cons) 
· Cons and pros of the work
· Commentary (especially on an overall evaluation)
· Criterion relative to a standard.
However, in contrast to this Hattie and Yates (2014) explain that when children were asked what they understood by feedback and why it is important to them, one universal theme emerged: They want to know how to improve their work so that they can do better next time.
When looking back at the history of research done on aspects of education over time, Kluger and DeNisi (1996) identified that studies relating to feedback had grown steadily in the work of psychological literature. They defined feedback as “actions taken by an external agent to provide information regarding some aspect(s) of one’s task performance” (p. 235).  Kluger and DeNisi explore the term ‘performance’ in its many forms, which in a classroom environment could refer to learning, achievement or attitudes to work. Therefore, they believe that feedback can have many different forms such as constructive criticism, advice with a focus on behaviour, social interactions or praise. A major conclusion from their meta-analysis was the variability of feedback effects. Therefore, it is obviously not sufficient to claim that ‘feedback’ works, or improves pupil outcomes. The work of Hattie (2009) supports these conclusions. Through his work he concluded that the average size effect of schooling for one year was .04 which provided a benchmark figure or ‘standard’ which is widely used to judge the impact of interventions. With that in mind, the average effect size of feedback in his research was .79, which is twice the average effect of all other schooling. This places feedback in the top 10 influences on achievement. Hattie talks about his study reinforcing the conclusions of Kluger and DeNisi in that some types of feedback are more powerful than others, therefore it is absolutely necessary to identify the factors that make feedback effective.
Assessment
Black et al (2004) state that pupils need to be encouraged to always keep in mind the aims of their work and assess their own progress toward meeting these aims as they proceed. By setting their own criteria for success this allows them to have a clear focus for assessment when looking critically at their own or others work. This is supported in the guidance produced the WAG (2010) in which it is stated that for peer and self-assessment to be meaningful, learners must understand and have been involved in the construction of success criteria, otherwise, they have no frame of reference to assess against and feedback is meaningless and low level.
Assessment for Learning is reported heavily in each of the five inspection areas laid out in the Estyn Inspection of Primary Schools guidance document. Inspectors are told to report on the ability of the pupils to think, through ‘careful observation of pupils in lessons’. It is outlined that inspectors need to consider how pupils are involved in active learning and will be judged on their communication skills and higher-order thinking skills that either supports or hinders their classroom interaction with each other and with teachers. We need to develop these skills by asking higher-order questions using Blooms Taxonomy examples. Inspectors should judge how well teachers use various questioning techniques to draw out and further develop pupils’ responses and to gauge their understanding.
“Inspectors should evaluate how well the oral and written feedback from teachers helps pupils to know how well they are doing and what they need to do to improve. They should consider how well teachers gauge pupils’ understanding through skillful questioning and monitoring of pupils’ learning. They should consider how well teachers provide purposeful opportunities for pupils to assess their own performance and that of other pupils, where appropriate.” Estyn Inspection of Primary Schools guidance (2017)
 Body
Identify research area of practice

Our research into Assessment for Learning confirmed that we needed to improve pupil achievement through formative feedback. Marking was unmanageable, incredibly time consuming and was having very little measurable impact on our learners. We began by agreeing the structure for our action research with the rest of the senior leadership team. We collectively identified the impact within the school development plan. See Figure 2.
We began by reviewing the current Marking and Feedback Policy. The selection of books monitored indicated that teachers were giving pupils lengthy comments that were unrelated to the skills planned for the lesson and were an unnecessary use of teachers time.  This was particularly evident in Foundation Phase where pupils were unable to read the written feedback. We created codes to reduce time and make feedback more accessible to learners, as shown in figure 3. We also created and agreed a structure for self and peer assessment across both Foundation Phase and Key Stage 2.  See Figure 4. These templates were only to be used for hot and cold tasks following the structure of Pie Corbett, at the beginning and end of a piece of work after a great deal of intervention. This would help us to assess the impact of the learning over time and also allow pupils to see progress when peer and self-assessing.     
We developed a questionnaire to allow us to judge our current practice and make links to the marking policy, we wanted to learn about consistency across our two form entry school. It was also important to us that we had the opinion of the staff and they felt they had a voice. 
Pupil voice is integral to every aspect of our school and in line with studies by Hattie and Yates, we wanted to learn what our pupils thought the purpose of marking was and how it helped them to learn. We therefore asked pupils across the school to fill in an online questionnaire to ascertain their views. This further supported our view (and that of Hattie) that there were discrepancies between the views of teachers and pupils on feedback. When asked the question “Do you provide opportunities for pupils to act upon your feedback and make improvements to their work?” As detailed in Figure 5 below, only 18% of staff answered ‘Most of the time’.   In contrast to this, when pupils were asked “Do you get time to make your work better? Or practice skills?” 50% answered ‘Most of the time’ as shown in Figure 6.
Figure 5						         Figure 6

This evidence combined with recent book scrutiny reports raised concerns about our current practice. When looking at Maths books we wanted to find out “Do pupils and teachers follow up on teacher comments?”, however 90% of teachers books were RAYG rated Red – ‘Little or no evidence of the requirement’. See Figure 7
Black et al (2004) agree that formative feedback is only effective if pupils are given time to act on teacher suggestions, and that lesson time needs to be devoted to rewriting selected pieces of work so that emphasis is put on feedback for improvement.  More recently during a course I attended titled ‘High Quality assessment for learning, working smarter not harder’,  by Gareth Coombes Consultancy, Gareth called this type of feedback ‘feed forward’ which I found to be a very visual way to think of the purpose of your comments.
It was essential that we built time into lessons to allow pupils to get feedback on successes and receive either verbal or written ‘feed forward’ comments to enable them to develop their learning.  We initially made some simple changes to accommodate one session a week for both Maths and Language for ‘Quality Feedback’. During these sessions, pupils were given time to read through teacher comments, edit misconceptions, make improvements and practice skills necessary to make their work better. These were either completed in their Maths and Language books directly or in a separate ‘work book’. It felt great to finally feel like we had a bit of time dedicated to making improvements and extending learning. However, we came back to that question about the immediacy of feedback, and it being a ‘minute-by-minute’ process rather than an end-loaded one as suggested by Dylan Wiliam.
At this point we knew we needed to make further changes to our timetable and the culture in our classrooms. We changed the timetable to allow for a whole morning of Language and Maths on alternate days, this meant freedom to finish work to a high standard, allowing time to self and/or peer-assess, give quality feedback and for pupils to make improvements immediately. Precious time! Time to give immediate feedback and feed forward, and therefore to move the learning on. But how could we show it?
We had always used a green pen to mark pupils work and in Year 2 pupils wrote in pencil and so we introduced a ‘polishing pen’ or a blue biro to the untrained eye. The pupils were delighted with their ‘polishing pens’ and were now much more inclined to replace a rubber with the blue pen when improving their work. This allowed us to see misconceptions to better inform our planning for next steps in the learning.
It was easy to write “finger spaces” to remind children about how to improve their work next time however, we wanted to challenge our pupils on a higher level and felt it was unnecessary, particularly when pupils already knew this was a target to improve their writing. We therefore developed ‘stickies’ or non-negotiables with the children. The things that were appropriate and expected for every piece of writing they did, regardless of genre. This meant there was no longer a need to comment on these. The children were clear that these were their steps to success for each piece of work and could assess against them. We created place mats for these to act as prompts for learning. See Figure 8. 
Changing the culture of our teaching from “What am I going to teach and what are the pupils going to do?” towards “How am I going to teach this and what are the pupils going to learn?” has had a positive impact on how our pupils learn and the progress made. 
From analysis of our core data over the past 6 years in Foundation Phase (see Figure 1) it is clear FPI (Foundation Phase Indicator) has been incredibly inconsistent, and although it is too early in the Summer Term to have any data analysis from National Tests, we have more children targeted Outcome 6 in Maths and Language than in previous years, which will hopefully mean the beginnings of an upward trend in our next published data. With regard to teacher assessment the work is of a higher standard and the achievement of all pupils is evident, even if the attainment is still Below Expected Level (BEL). Although teacher assessment is not a scientific measure of impact, I would argue that it is a clear indicator of success as our ability to level the work of children has recently been moderated by the authority and been found to be accurate.
When asked about the marking in their books, comments from pupils now show a clear understanding of why their work is marked, how they can improve their work and they recognize the value of peer and self-assessment, See figure 9. See figure 10 for quotes from Year 2 pupils. 


Conclusion
Several authors and professionals (including myself) share the opinion that Black, et al have documented, that teachers have a feeling of losing control of their classes by handing over responsibility for the learning.  In the end, they felt less like they had lost control and more that they had shared the responsibility for the pupils’ learning with the class. This has been true within my own ‘black box’ or classroom. The responsibility for learning is no longer solely mine but a shared one with pupils. At every stage of learning a new skill, the learning is the focus and not the content. 
Moving forward we intend to make further improvements to how we give feedback. In Key Stage 2 a blue pen is already used by pupils in their work, and so we hope to change our ‘polishing pen’ to a ‘purple polishing pen’. We also plan to use highlighters to show what has been a success. We intend to develop the use of feed forward/next steps using a variety of higher order questioning to enable thinking to occur. With this in mind, we also need to build strategies for Assessment for Learning into our lessons. Our next steps relate to sharing our good practice with colleagues, adapting the schools Marking and Feedback Policy and developing further training for colleagues.
We have a long way to go, but by following the process (as shown in figure 11 below) you too could improve the outcomes for the learners in your setting.
Recommendations
Figure 11

· Evaluate your current Marking and feedback policy.
· Check consistency in marking through staff/pupil questionnaires, book scrutiny and listening to learners.
· Agree a consistent approach to self and peer assessment i.e. regularity, what it will look like in books, and make it manageable.
· Develop a list of questions using blooms taxonomy to evoke higher order thinking skills.
· Review timetable and plan in opportunities for valuable feedback and time for improvement to be discussed and made.
· Use highlighters to show what is good and improvements
· Use a  purple 'polishing' pen 
· Develop the use of 'feed forward/ next steps'
· Pit-stops for marking during the lessons and effective verbal feedback
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Appendices
 Figure 1.
	Title
	10/11
	11/12
	12/13
	13/14
	14/15
	15/16
	16/17

	FPI
	
	1
	2
	2
	1
	1
	3

	LLC
	
	1
	3
	2
	1
	1
	3

	MD
	
	1
	3
	2
	1
	2
	3

	PSDWCD
	
	3
	4
	3
	2
	3
	3



	Title​
	10/11​
	11/12​
	12/13​
	13/14​
	14/15​
	15/16​
	16/17​

	CSI
	​2
	2
	4
	3​
	2​
	3​
	4​

	LLC​
	​2
	3​
	4​
	3​
	2​
	3​
	4​

	MD​
	​2
	2​
	3​
	2​
	1​
	3​
	4​

	SCIENCE
	​2
	3​
	4​
	2​
	1
	2​
	4​




Figure 2.
	By the end of July 2018, we aim to:​

	1. Assessment (Teaching)​
	Strengthen consistency between formative and summative assessment​

	2. Wellbeing​
	Improve attendance KPI​

	3. Standards​
	1.  Improve standards in English and Mathematics of more able pupils, and those capable of achieving the expected level in Key Stage 2 (year 7 initially)​
2.   Improve standards in Language, literacy and communication and Mathematical Development of more able pupils, and those pupils capable of achieving the expected outcomes in Foundation Phase (year 2 initially)​

	4. Foundation Phase​
	Improve the quality of provision in the Foundation Phase to enhance PSDWCD​

	5. Standards​
(Leadership)​
	Develop middle and senior management capacity​



Figure 3.
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Figure  4
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	Figure 7.
	Excellent practice is imbedded and should be disseminated
	There is good evidence of the required practice with minor exceptions
	There is evidence of the requirement. It is emerging as a positive feature but with inconsistencies.
	Little or no evidence of the requirement.

	Is there a consistent approach to marking that is conforms to marking policy?
	36%
	36%
	27%
	0%

	AfL – Closing the gap - Are comments in pupil’s books diagnostic and do they show pupils how to improve?
	0%
	0%
	78%
	22%

	Skill Development - Where appropriate, does the feedback relate to the skills development?
	9%
	18%
	63%
	9%

	Do pupils and teachers follow up on comments to make improvements?
	0%
	0%
	10%
	90%

	Self and Peer Assessment - Is there good quality self or peer marking and assessment?
	0%
	0%
	55%
	45%





Figure 8.
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Figure 9
[image: A close up of text on a whiteboard

Description generated with high confidence]
[bookmark: _GoBack]Figure 10
“The teacher would give us a comment below the positive comment which would tell us what we could do better and what we can improve on.”
“Your teacher gives you a arrow and that means having a way forward and they always give you a comment next to the arrow.”
“For you to make some improvements too your work or too tell you what you have done correctly.”
“To see what you have done well and what you haven't done well so you can use that for next time to make it better.”

Questions


Oral and Written feedback


Peer and Self Assessment





Imagine a solution;


Evaluate the solution;


Change practice in light of the evaluation


Implement the solution;







Evaluate current marking


Measure impact


Develop an Action plan - way forward


Embed 


Monitor and 
re-evaluate


Disseminate to whole school










Staff	Always	Most of the time	Sometimes	Never	0.09	0.18	0.63	0.09	Pupils	Always	Most of the time	Sometimes	Never	0	0.5	0.47	0.03	image1.png
Marking Codes
J - Good Work
I - lndependent Work
AS

PS - Peer support

Adult Support

VA - Visual Aid Used
LOA - Learning Outcome Achieved

CLO - consolidate Learning Outcome
® - Correckion Needed
C - Correction Made

W Z A Success
— - A Way Farmard

SAL S e

PA - peer Assessed

_ﬂ

Amended Marking Cades Newambher 2016
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