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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.

Assessment for Learning is a way in which teachers and pupils are able to find out where a child is within their learning, where they need to go and finding solutions of how to get the child there (WAG, 2010a, Assessment Reform Group, 2002). It is a form of formative assessment that takes places within the learning and teaching.  With support from peers or teachers, children are able to stretch their thinking in the Zone of Proximal Development and giving them ‘scaffolding’ in preparation for them to be independent learners (Piaget and Vygotsky, cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 38+40). Children are able to visualise their learning and teaching, allowing them to become their own teacher so value and love learning leading to self-regulation which Hattie (2012) refers to as ‘visible learning’. Sadler (2010, pp. 548) agrees with Hattie as he suggests that children’s learning improves if they grasp the role of teacher and apply it to their own work, monitoring their quality of work during the production. However, Sherrington (2018) puts forward that not all Assessment for Learning strategies are effective in reflecting children’s learning needs leading to a critical analysis of an Assessment for Learning strategy.

The importance of Assessment for Learning within primary school is huge factor that needs to be embedded as it helps children become better learners and learn faster (Cohen and Manion and Morrison, 2004, Claxton et al. 2011, Donaldson, 2015). AfL is linked with thinking skills as children with higher order thinking skills tend to be better learners. Bloom’s revised taxonomy is a pyramid ordering different cognitive thinking skills which can be used within teaching to get the children to have higher order thinking skills and gives them transferable skills (Krathwohl, 2002, WAG, 2010b, Clarke, 2008). Although, de Bono (2009) and Malaguzzi (cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 52-53) would argue that children need more of a visual way to allow them to be metacognitive thinkers using the idea of different coloured hats.

Teaching today needs to focus on life skills that they can use in life after school rather than learning for tests. Children of low attainment are taught they lack knowledge by using summative assessments and tests are manipulated by teachers to give pupils better scores which invalids the test scores. Children need to be taught knowledge that employers are looking for in employees, they want people who can think outside the box (Black and Wiliam, 1998, Briggs, 2017). AfL allows children to be more logical thinkers, self-disciplined, self-aware and resilient which is needed for everyday life (Barnes, 2015, Claxton et al. 2011). Giving children AfL builds up their mental, emotional and social resources enhancing their ability to enjoy and cope with challenge which leads to what Donaldson (2015) advises in Successful Futures that children need to be more well-rounded beings with the four purposes. Children avoid difficult tasks as they fear failure usually shutting themselves out (Black and Wiliam, 1998, Dweck, 2006). Teachers must create a safe environment for children to be able to participate in reflective practice, so they can understand their own learning and relate to (Bolton, 2014, Stephens and Crawley, 2002). Schön (cited in Bolton, 2014, pp. 3) believes that children learn best through making mistakes like adults so giving AfL gives them the confidence to trail new things but allowing mistakes to happen.

AfL has been proven to raise standards of learning in schools especially low attainers and ensures effective teaching takes place (Black and Wiliam, 1998, Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004) and OECD (2017, pp. 18) believes this is the way forward for education. Children understand what success looks like and how they can develop their work to look like success through AfL which has been under-emphasised for many years (Estyn, 2018, Black and Wiliam, 1998). Through the use of AfL teachers become the researchers making teaching easier and more satisfying to teach children (Claxton et al. 2011 and Black et al. 2003). It gives children clear understanding of what is wrong with their work and clear targets they can meet to achieve their desired goal before improving the learning (Dewey cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 22). However, humanist theorists like Steiner (cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 26-27) would suggest that you would need to meet the pupils’ emotional needs before improving their learning or it would result in children being emotional instable and will not learn. It allows children to be open-minded having a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006) that they can learn be to successful and train the brain into working smarter overcoming insecurities (Griffith and Burns, 2014, Black et al. 2003, Claxton, et al. 2011). Although, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests that intelligence cannot be learnt as we are born with intelligence but Gardner (cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 63-66) promotes that there are many different intelligences. AfL must be taught passionately and the teacher must believe in what they are teaching in order for feedback and ‘visible learning’ to happen (Hattie, 2012). The feedback is useful for both the teacher and student as it motivates the children to express what they are thinking so that the teacher and the other students can understand. It enables the teacher to evaluate the teaching and learning and individualise the learning to move it forward, allowing the feedback to go straight back to the pupil and enhances the children’s grasp of the skill (Stephens and Crawley, 2002, Black and Wiliam, 1998, Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004).

Wiliam (2006 cited in Clarke, 2008, pp. 10) suggested from his vast research that there are five key strategies that are important in AfL:
· Clarifying and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success
· Engineering effective classroom discussions, questions and tasks that elicit evidence of learning
· Providing feedback that moves learners forward
· Activating students as teaching and learning resources for each other
· Activating students as owners of their own learning (Clarke, 2008, pp. 10).
The strategies that Wiliam suggests always stay the same but the techniques teachers use to put forward the strategies change constantly depending on class, age, ability and purpose. There are 10 principles to AfL that are embedded within it but for it to be successful schools need to implement it consistently through the school from Foundation Phase to Key Stage 2 (Assessment Reform Group, 2002). Also, Hattie (2012) suggested that there are 10 strategies for effective teaching and learning. Teachers have a duty to implement AfL strategies within their class through the QTS standard S3.2 Teaching monitoring and assessment which is involving the pupils within the assessment through the use of AfL strategies (WAG, 2009). There are 4 elements of AfL which are sharing criteria with learners, quality of question/talk, use and quality of feedback and peer and self-assessment (Black and Wiliam, 1998).

In the Year 5/6 class in Pen Y Bont Primary, three of the elements of AfL sharing success criteria with learners, use/quality of feedback and peer assessment was implemented. In KS2 the strategy implemented was called Pizza Success, where the children compared their work to the creation of a pizza. The base of the pizza represents the non-negotiable elements that every child must include in every lesson such as best effort, presentation, handwriting, using a ruler to underline etc. and the toppings of the pizza represent the success criteria which must be included. In upper KS2, the pupils are more independent in being able to create and use their own success criteria, so pupils are guided to use ‘Extra Sides’ for the pizza to provide further challenge. The Pizza Success was in a grid format so that the pupils could self-assess their work once completed whether it was included, sort of included or not included at all (see Appendix 1).

Salder (1989) suggested that when anyone is trying to learn, there are three elements that need to be taken into consideration, desired end goal, current position and a way forward. Using Pizza Success allows these three elements to happen, the Pizza Success gives the desired goal with all the toppings and extra sides that need to be included, their current position is checking against the Pizza Success as they are working which Clarke (2008) suggests is important to have the maximum impact for pupils. Also, it gives the way forward once they have self-assessed their work, they know what else they need to include in the future in order to be successful.  It allows for the children to take ownership of their own learning and promotes their understanding of how to be successful and know how to improve their work (Assessment Reform Group, 2002, Bolton, 2014, Stephens and Crawley, 2002). Using a pizza as a focus point for the success criteria and self-assessment enhances the children to use their knowledge of a pizza and apply it to a new concept (Vygotsky cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 41). Montessori (cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 30-31) would argue that the interests of the pupils are not taken into consideration when scaffolding their learning using the Pizza Success which is needed to enhance their learning. Although, the Pizza Success is often created with the children, so they are engaged to have maximum impact (Clarke, 2008, Claxton et al. 2011).

Pizza Success has many advantages in particular it helps pupils to see themselves as the beneficiaries rather than the victims of feedbacks as they are taking the role of the teacher themselves to assess their own work, helping the emotional development of the children which Issacs (cited in Pound, 2006, pp. 32-33) believes is vital in children’s learning. Black and Wiliam (1998) have found from their research that using AfL strategies like Pizza Success produce strong, substantial learning gains for both the children and teachers, especially low attainers. It enables teachers to see the learning from the perspective of the children making their teaching more effective and valuable. Children are more motivated and enjoy the learning as with this AfL strategy the feedback is more personalised to their own learning allowing the teacher to develop effective planning for the future knowing where each child needs to go next (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004).

However, there are many challenges that face using AfL strategies such as Pizza Success. As the children build and sometimes given the success criteria to work with, children just look to get the best marks rather than concentrating on their learning and avoid doing the ‘Extra Toppings’ in fear that they’ll make a mistake (Black and Wiliam, 1998). In order to overcome the fear of failure, it is important to portray a safe environment in the classroom to allow children to make mistakes and make an example of teacher’s mistakes to show that everyone makes mistakes, but we can learn from them. Pizza Success is not a strategy that can be implemented overnight, it takes time in order to train the children to be able to create their own success criteria and assess their own work which reduces the time spent on learning (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004). It was found that some pupils were too harsh when assessing their own work and likewise they were too generous, needing to get the balance correct is vital to Pizza Success being successful. The self-assessment element of the Pizza Success is completed at the end of the lesson and is quite often rushed by the children as they want to go out to play. It is vital to inform the children how important the self-assessment is and allow the children more time to complete it will enhance its effectiveness. Also, all staff need to be trained to use the Pizza Success in the same way to ensure continuity throughout the school.

Pen Y Bont take on a whole school approach to teachers and pupils generating success criteria. Foundation Phase do not use the Pizza Success approach as due to their nature of their pedagogy as there are many different areas and skills that are covered through continuous provision. The teachers share the learning objectives with pupils, so they have an understanding of the learning taking place but are not independent to create their own success criteria, so it is modelled by teachers. Pupils work with staff to identify the success criteria through using good/ bad examples, evaluating the success criteria and revisit the success criteria in a different context.

In conclusion, the use of AfL strategies within primary schools is vital to improve and enhance the learning of children and to close the gap in knowledge especially with low attainers (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Pizza Success allows children to think and reflect on their work on a minute to minute basis (Adams, 2009) and improve their transferable skills to improve their quality of life and economic growth of the country (Clarke, 2008). Although, the school must take in to perceptive that strategies like Pizza Success have to be embedded throughout the school to build on the skills that are developed using this strategy in order to be effective. Making it a whole school approach will reduce the time spent implementing it later on in the school making it more effective for both teachers and pupils.
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