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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.
This essay will discuss and explore Assessment for Learning (AfL) throughout the primary school and what benefits it has on pupils learning and progress. It will explore the challenges AfL presents in the classroom and it will also aim to discuss the importance of AfL and how effective it can be for pupils and for teachers alike. Furthermore, this essay will go on to analyse the use of one AfL strategy during Professional Teaching Experience (PTE). The AfL strategy chosen is the use of traffic lights and this was implemented in the Foundation Phase.
“AfL originates in the research of UK professors, Black and Wiliam. They recognised that what teachers and learners do in a classroom is very complicated and little is understood about what happens. They set out to discover what would happen if students learnt in a formative way and found that students achieved much more and obtained better results than other students.” (Bullock, 2016).
Assessment for Learning is a process by which assessment information is used by teachers to adjust their teaching strategies and planning, and by students to adjust their learning strategies. Teachers can gain more understanding of children’s assessment and this aids with planning for the next step in the learning. (Braddock, 2016). It allows the teacher to decide “where the children are in their learning, where they need to go next, and how best to get them there” (The Assessment Reform Group, 2002).
D. Royce Sadler (2013), presented four elements of AfL. The first is to share criteria with the learners and outline what is expected of them and the second is to focus on the quality of questions and the quality of talk. The third element is the use and quality of feedback and the fourth element is peer and self-assessment. This gives a step by step look at AfL and highlights that engaging with learners and making them part of the process is key. Assessment and feedback is important but also the quality of these gives more success to the teacher and the learner. 
“AfL encourages learning and promotes motivation by emphasising progress and achievement rather than failure.” (Braddock, 2016). It creates a unique way for learners to assess their own learning and to progress, through using various strategies such as self and peer assessment. Learners are encouraged to take ownership of their own learning and with effective use of the strategy and good communication between teacher and learner they will be able to recognise the next steps of their learning. Teachers are able to differentiate their planning more accurately and therefore the learning is more individualistic and suited to each learner. 
Hattie (2012), states that AfL helps in making understanding and knowledge ‘more visible’. Using AfL strategies in the classroom can help pupils understand what excellence looks like and how they can develop their work to reach that level. Administering feedback regularly has a positive effect on learner achievement and can trigger significant improvement as learners are able to recognise where they are at with their learning and what they need to do to improve. 
Black and Wiliam (1998), argue that if teachers use formative assessments as part of their teaching, students can learn at approximately double the rate. Hence, AfL strategies should be implemented throughout the primary school in order for learners to have the opportunity to participate in different AfL strategies and recognise their own achievements and progression in their learning, enabling them to become more confident and independent learners. 
When exploring attribution theory, people interpret their own successes and failures in different ways. Some factors that contribute to success or failure may be uncontrollable. An example of a non-controllable factor would be how much a teacher contributes to helping a learner. As part of AfL, learners who participate in self-assessment learn to characterise failures to controllable factors. They begin to recognise aspects in the learning that they can improve on or aspects that they may have made a mistake with and begin to rectify these mistakes and learn how to take their learning to the next level. 
For learners to understand how they learn best, they need to be given opportunities to reflect on their own learning and then build upon and re-evaluate any new information and skills acquired. Learning will happen when children are taught based upon prior knowledge and experiences. (Cambridge Assessment International Education, 2008).
The use of AfL strategies in the classroom has many benefits including the learners becoming more confident and more independent. They become more self-aware and more equipped on how to move forward with their learning. According to the University of Reading (2018), “peer and self-assessment, for instance, can foster a number of skills, such as reflection, critical thinking and self-awareness – as well as giving students insight into the assessment process.” We should be empowering children to take ownership of their learning and providing them with the tools to assess their own work and make logical decisions to the next steps in their learning. Using AfL strategies also provides better opportunities to give constructive feedback and this creates a better learning environment as well as creating partnerships between teachers and learners. 
Dweck (2015), believes that mindset can affect pupils learning. Having a fixed mindset means that learners avoid taking risks in their learning as they are fearful of being wrong or making mistakes. Learners with this mindset face passing up “important opportunities to learn and grow if there is a risk of unmasking weaknesses.” Dweck argues that those who have a growth mindset view struggles and failures as part of the natural learning process and see these as an opportunity to improve. People who have a growth mindset believe that their talent and intelligence can be improved upon and “developed by passion, education and persistence.” Using an AfL approach, a supportive and cooperative classroom can be created. Everyone, including the teacher should feel able to try new things without the fear of failing. It is important that the teacher presents mistakes as an opportunity for learning as this will help every student reach their full potential. By pupils recognising that they can learn from failure and making mistakes, they can improve outcomes in the future. (Cambridge Assessment International Education, 2008).
Some of the challenges of AfL include the confusion around the word ‘assessment’. Most teachers might link the word ‘assessment’ to summative testing. However, AfL mainly focuses on informal formative assessment to improve and progress learning. The main emphasis on AfL is not formal summative testing. 
Another challenge is that introducing an AfL strategy into a classroom takes time. Learners will need to get used to the way it works and what they need to do to participate in the assessment for it to become effective. It will also change the way the teacher interacts with the learners and this may take time to get used to. (Cambridge Assessment International Education, 2008). 
Teachers will need to encourage learners to become more collaborative and active in their learning and assessment.
Harrison (2013), also argues that it is important that schools prioritise the implementation of AfL and ensure that other initiatives do not clash with it. Schools need to focus upon the need for learners to know whether they are making progress and where they need to improve. It is important that schools reflect upon how the use of multiple assessment strategies affects the motivation and self-esteem of learners. The aim is to not just to solidify the use of AfL and it’s benefits throughout the learner’s years in education but throughout their lives. 
Another challenge of AfL is that teachers should be careful in what feedback they provide learners with. Feedback can impact a learner both positively and negatively, so it is important to not give feedback that gives the impression that only the teacher can provide the right answer, as this will make it difficult for the leaners to become independent. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	During Professional Teaching Experience (PTE), the writer used the AfL strategy ‘Traffic Lights’ in a Year 1 class. The reason why this strategy was chosen is because it is very visual for children and easy to use. The learners could assess their work against the colours of the traffic lights and they could also assess how they felt they coped with the work by using the colours of the traffic lights. The strategy was used to allow the children to evaluate their own learning against the learning objectives. When implementing the strategy, it became apparent that introducing the strategy to the class needed to be repeated continuously during the time spent on PTE to ensure understanding before going into the main activity of a lesson. With each lesson, the learners became more used to the way the traffic light strategy worked and became more confident in speaking honestly about their work. When introducing a lesson to learners, the explanation of the traffic lights strategy was explained just before the main activity commenced. The learners were instructed to complete their activity or piece of work and once finished, draw a circle at the end of their work and colour it in the colour that best represented how they felt they coped with the work. The learners were told that if they coloured their circle in red, it would mean, ‘I don’t get it. I need help understanding’. If they coloured it amber it would mean, ‘I think I understand but I may need a little help.’ And finally, if the circle was coloured in green it would mean, ‘I understand, I can do it by myself’. What was found really useful was a large poster detailing this, put up on the wall for the learners to see. It had an image of a traffic light and a description of the colours alongside the lights.
The traffic lights strategy is a type of self-assessment. “Self-assessment is very important in children’s learning and in helping them progress. It is important as it allows children to know what they have learnt, know what they have found difficult and what they need more help on. It allows them to understand how they learn and understand what helps them learn.” (Arthur and Cremin, 2010).
The strategy provided the teacher with immediate feedback and it was interesting to then give feedback to a learner, who had evaluated themselves either a red or an amber, then they could reassess themselves against the learning objective and usually they would evaluate themselves higher using the traffic light colours.  
It was noted that during the time spent on PTE, the learners became so much more aware of where they were at in their learning and could recognise when they didn’t understand and where they needed more support. The learners became more independent and more motivated in their learning. They seemed to enjoy the new strategy and it gave them more confidence moving forward in their learning.
Using the strategy and seeing the learner’s feedback at the end of a lesson really helped in deciding whether to revisit topics and whether the learners understood the learning objectives.
The main challenges faced when using this strategy were when marking the learners work and then moving on to planning, it was found that the feedback wasn’t individual enough to thoroughly plan the next lesson with each learner in mind. The feedback gave clarity on who understood the learning objective or who didn’t understand the learning objective but didn’t give any feedback on which specific parts were not understood and this made it difficult when planning the next steps. It was always helpful to speak to learners and give verbal assistance as this gave specific information on what the learner found difficult within the work. However, it was very difficult to speak to every child each lesson and also difficult to record this as the lesson was going on. Moving forward, an adaptation was attempted with the strategy and whilst working in small groups or in a circle time setting. At the end of the activity the children were presented with statements about the activity and were then asked to stand in front of either red, amber or green cards. This made it much easier to record what children were struggling with and what aspect of the activity and this then helped the writer plan further lessons more accurately. 
To conclude, the use of the traffic lights strategy was beneficial and helped to improve the writer’s knowledge of assessment of each child and helped to create a working relationship with each pupil. It gave the learners more ownership of their learning and helped motivate learners to reach the next level of achievement. Implementing Assessment for Learning strategies within the Primary School is important because it helps bridge the gap between lower ability pupils and higher achievers and gives learners more ownership of their learning. It gives teachers clarity of where learners are in their learning, where they need to go next, and how best to get them there.  
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