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.
All teachers must look for ways to raise standards of learning. (Black and Wiliam, 1998). To be a good teacher you must be able to find out where a pupil is at, where they need to be, and how you are going to get them there. So, the question is, how do we do that? There are two types of assessment; formative and summative. Assessment of learning is different to assessment for learning. In assessment of learning, the assessment takes place after the learning; this is a ‘summative’ assessment to find out where the children’s learning is at. Assessment for learning takes place during the learning and allows teachers to adapt their lessons there and then, based on feedback given, to help the children do better; this is a ‘formative’ assessment. (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth, 2006) Formative assessment should take up the bulk of assessment, however summative assessment is also important. Summative assessment can be used to ‘check’ formative assessment. It allows teachers to identify the SEN and MAT children and identify any ‘gaps’ in the children’s learning that they need to revisit. (Handley, 2018). On the other hand, the humanistic approach would disagree with this. They prioritize children’s emotional and social needs and see self-evaluation as a means of assessment, rather than tests. It supports the idea that children cannot learn if their other needs are not met first. (Grigg, 2015). This suggests that a summative assessment could be incorrect as a child may feel under pressure when completing it and therefore, cannot accurately assess their knowledge. Assessment for learning (afl) was created in 1998 by Black and Wiliam. It allows for good teaching and to ‘close the gap’ between pupils learning. Evidence has shown that afl “helps the low attainers more than the rest, and so reduces the spread of attainment whilst also raising it overall” (Black and Wiliam, 1998, p.4). In order to do this, Black and Wiliam have four recommendations, these are; more thinking time, provide constructive comments rather than marks, encourage children to access each other, and involve children in the design of assessments, for example creating their own success criteria. (Black and Wiliam, 1998). The QTS standard S3.2 is “monitoring and accessing” which states that we should be doing all these things suggested by Black and Wiliam for assessment for learning. (Education Wales, 2009) Donaldson (2015) talks about assessment for learning in the new curriculum; suggesting it helps to ‘raise standards and nurture ambition’. He supports Wiliam’s findings saying it doubles the rate of learning; meaning children can learn what they would in a year, in six months. Afl should be part of everyday teaching practise by using different strategies implemented by the teacher; if done correctly, it will focus on individuals learning and get them where they need to be. (Assessment reform group, 2002) Not only does it benefit students but benefits teachers, helping them deliver ‘good teaching’. In Hendredenny Park Primary school they use ‘formative’ assessment daily and it has shown to improve pupil’s engagement, maximise their learning and pupils are achieving higher than the national average. (Estyn, 2017). Hicks (2007) also notes that afl shows improvements in motivation and performance in children. However, putting afl into practise is not easy; it requires teachers to have a change of mindset and not just add to their practise already. This could be challenging as time is precious for teachers. It also requires the children to have a change of mindset as they are taught a new way of assessing; for example, reflecting on their learning could be challenging if they haven’t done it before. (Harrison, 2013). John Hattie talks about ‘visible learners’ which means children take control of their own learning. His evidence shows that children who can be independent learners achieve higher in their learning than those who don’t. “The remarkable feature of the evidence is that the greatest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching, and when students become their own teachers” (Hattie, 2009, p.19) This is also supported by Carol Dweck. Visible learning supports the constructivist theory where children are to explore their understandings and come up to a conclusion for themselves, rather than being told the correct answer. This theory was strongly influenced from Piaget’s work. (Grigg, 2015) However, Hattie’s finding has been criticized and believed he made a mistake in his findings. “When taking the necessary in-depth look at Visible Learning with the eye of an expert, we find not a mighty castle but a fragile house of cards that quickly falls apart” (Bergeron, 2017). This means that children taking control of their own learning isn’t going to work as children won’t do it effectively. This is also supported by the behaviourist theory, which believes children will only do something if they are going to get a reward or praise at the end of it. It ignores children’s ‘free will’ so therefore supports that children won’t become independent learners as they won’t be getting a reward out of it. (Grigg, 2015) However, in Hendredenny Park Primary School teachers encourage the pupils to reflect on their work and create their own steps for success to work on a skill they are finding difficult independently which is effective. (Estyn, 2017). There are four elements to afl, these are; sharing criteria with learners, quality of questions/talk, use and quality feedback, and peer and self-assessment. All afl strategies used will fit into one, sometimes more, of these four elements. In order to be successful with afl it is important to use a range of strategies that fit into the different elements. Sadler (1989) suggests that teachers should share their knowledge with students for them to be successful. This fits into sharing criteria with learners. The constructivist approach is about a ‘deeper learning’ for children, so allowing them to question and explore things for themselves to be successful; this fits into quality of questions/talk. (Grigg, 2015). Moreover, John Hattie’s ‘visible learning’ sits within peer and self-assessment as its about children being independent with their learning. Finally, we have feedback. (Sadler, 1989, p.) says “Feedback is a key element in formative assessment and is usually defined in terms of information about how successfully something has been or is being done”. Getting feedback from the pupils allows the teacher to change what they are doing in order to suit their needs; It is directly telling you what they want or need. “Hattie ranked feedback strategies 10th out of 150 factors that bring about significant improvements in learner outcomes” (Estyn, 2018, p.2). On placement, the student teacher trialled ‘emoji exit cards’ as a feedback afl strategy from the children. It was used in Key Stage two and meant the teacher was able to get direct feedback on how everyone found that lesson and why. Donaldson (2015) says that learning is more powerful when meaningful feedback is given to learners. Vygotsky created a zone of proximal development (zpd) which shows the gap between children’s learning. It separates what the children can do alone, and what they need help with from someone more skilled. (Pound, 2014) The zpd has three levels to it; The low level, which is what child can do independently with no support. This could be prior knowledge they already have on the subject. The next level is the level where the learning happens. This is the level where children need support, but it isn’t out of their capability; it pushes them, and they learn something new. The final level is the danger zone for children where the work is to hard for them and they can’t achieve it. (Gray and Macblain, 2015) To get the most out of the children, they should all be in the middle zone. When asking the children to choose their emoji face for how they found the lesson, ideally you would want them all to choose the middle face; this suggests they found the lesson a little challenging but not in the danger zone. If a child is putting the smiley face time and time again it means they are not being challenged enough and are finding the work to easy. Vygotsky’s work is supported by the constructivism theory where children are expanding their knowledge based on prior knowledge and finding things out for themselves. The issue with this strategy is the children might not always be truthful. They could feel peer pressure from their peers if they say they found it difficult and not want to be truthful about how they feel. This means the feedback given might not always be accurate. You could overcome this by asking the children to do it independently. When this strategy was used on placement, most of the children were honest. Yet, they often put a smiley face because they enjoyed the lesson; this means the student teacher wasn’t getting feedback on how difficult they found the work but how enjoyable they found the lesson. Pupils often respect their class teacher and do not want to disappoint them so it’s important to create a classroom environment where everybody is honest. McFarland (2018) says “Creating a positive learning environment will optimize student learning, help you build a cohesive classroom community and create a pleasant work environment for both you and your students.” This emphasises the difference a positive learning environment can have on children’s learning. For this strategy to be successful the children must be taught about reflecting on their own work and be honest with how they found the lesson. They should be taught about the zpd and what they need to push their learning forward, so they are able to put themselves into the correct level for their learning. This supports John Hattie’s ‘visible learning’ for children to become independent learners. Sadler (2013) suggests that it is the teacher’s role to teach children how to judge their own work and modify it during production; rather than give their own judgement and advice on how to improve the pupils work. This should be a whole school approach and taught to the children from the foundation phase right the way through key stage two. The strategy could also be implemented in foundation phase if adapted; for example, you could have emoji boxes and at the end of the lesson the children put their photo into the correct emoji face for how they found the lesson. The children will need to be taught how to honestly reflect on the lesson for the feedback to be accurate and successful. However, when using this strategy, it is also important to mark the children’s work to see how they did find the lesson. On PTE, the pupils sometimes said they found it hard but got all questions right, and when they said they found it easy, they got the questions wrong. Although the strategy gives you pupil feedback, it doesn’t help minimise the marking or workload a teacher already has in a classroom. 
In conclusion implementing different afl strategies in your classroom are apparent for good teaching and learning. Summative assessments should be used at the end of a term, as they help to access the use of formative assessments and identify SEN and MAT children; however, a big emphasis should not be made on them, so children do not feel the pressure of having them. Formative assessment, afl, should be used day-to-day.  In contrast, introducing new strategies to children each year will not be effective. Trying different afl strategies are something that should be done as a ‘whole school’ approach; once the school has found the ones that suit them, they should make these ‘non-negotiables’ throughout the whole school. Children should see the same strategies, just adapting as they go through the school, so they are able to use them effectively. They take time for the children to learn and use effectively, but once in place allows for better motivation and learning for all pupils. It will help to close the gap between learners. The trialled afl strategy is an effective afl strategy, if the children know the importance of judging their work fairly and challenging themselves to learn; they should be ‘visible learners’.  It is the teacher’s job to teach the children how to do this well. It supports the constructivism theory of learning as children can build on old knowledge, experience things themselves, and come up with their own conclusions for something. Not every afl strategy will suit all schools; if a school supports a different learning theory, for example the behaviourist approach, then this afl strategy would not be suited to that school. Additionally, all schools should trial different afl strategies that suit them to help raise standards of learning. 
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