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.

Raising standards of learning remains an educational priority in many countries and, within Wales, the latest structural change is underway with the Donaldson (2015) curriculum, expected to be implemented by 2022. However, whilst policy makers design approaches, it is left to schools and teachers to move from one system to another with all that this entails. Alongside evolving national policy there is a plethora of published research, views and opinions of varying quality that seeks to inform schools and teachers how best to bring about desired improvements.  
Of particular relevance to this assignment with respect to analysing the importance and effectiveness of developing Assessment for Learning (Afl)  across the primary school are the views of Black and Wiliam (1998). They recognised the importance of close analysis of the classroom (the black box) to consider what strategies and support might be useful to the teacher. They focused on assessment, which they defined as all the activities undertaken by teachers and their students which provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged.
 For many teachers in 1998, implementing Black and Wiliam’s proposed approach, represented a profound change to the way in which a classroom dynamic was perceived. The authors acknowledged this position and saw sustained programmes of professional development as a requisite to achieve embedded changes to practice.  This position was reinforced by the work of the Assessment Reform Group (Broadfoot et al 2002) who advocated 12 principles to support this development. It is suggested there are schools and teachers who have not fully understood these guiding principles that enable assessment for learning to be the powerful tool intended including the placement school where the specific Afl strategy analysis, featured in this assignment, took place.
Black and Wiliam’s views have a sound research base. Their rigorous approach should also be attributed to Hattie’s (2012) publication. Hattie emphasised the importance of Levin (2008) who featured nine essential practices to improve teaching and learning. These included the effective use of data and feedback by students and staff to improve learning to build upon strong personal connections between students and adults. These robust academic perspectives provide important context to a consideration of Afl. 
Principle 7 of Donaldson’s (2015) 12 pedagogical principles states that good teaching and learning means employing ‘assessment for learning’ principles. This endorsement of Afl has received ministerial support (Williams 2017) but despite this it remains important to critically analyse individual school and teacher interpretations of Afl. There are other factors that also limit the optimisation of this strategy including continuing public and structural reliance and recognition of summative assessment, local accountability measures and ESTYN inspections, all considered as ‘default positions’ (Donaldson 2015). 
Fullan’s (2011) view that important drivers for school improvement are those that work directly on changing school culture so that students are achieving better measurable outcomes. Fullan’s view demonstrates the importance of both political and school leadership. The question of ‘optimisation of Afl’ will be examined during the critical analysis of one strategy utilised within the November 2018 teacher placement. 
Learning theories are conceptual frameworks that include a perspective on how pupils absorb, process and retain knowledge during learning. Behaviourists including Thorndike and Skinner (1971) view learning as an aspect of conditioning and advocate an approach that includes both positive and negative reinforcement. Cognitivists, seeing behaviourism as a narrow approach, prefer to study the learner rather than the environment with a focus on the complexity of the human memory. Afl is more closely associated with socio-constructivist theories of learning (e.g. Vygotsky 1982). This approach considers that mental models and assumptions that the learner uses to understand a subject are complex and constructed from previous experiences and interactions with people. This complexity is something that needs to be fully appreciated by both teachers and learners and continually refined. 
The four key elements of Afl can be summarised as:
1. Sharing criteria with learners
2. Quality of questions/quality of talk
3. Quality feedback
4. Peer and self-assessment
Black and Wiliam (1998) argued that many teachers did not plan and conduct classroom dialogue in ways that might help pupils to learn and they stressed the importance of carefully focused questions, an area developed by Alexander (2018). Successful Afl requires ‘wait (thinking) time’, informative feedback and a climate of talk which ensures that children participate actively in lessons. Accompanying this, pupils need to listen to and respect one another’s ideas and come to understand that learning may depend less on their capacity to spot the right answer, and more to do with their readiness to express and discuss their own understanding. Building on the overlap between the views of Black and Wiliam (1998) and Alexander (2018) concerning dialogue and questioning Alexander has suggested that, moving forward, schools and teachers should embrace and develop the concept of ‘dialogic assessment’. Recent research (Alexander 2018) into this pedagogical approach shows that cognitively enriching talk (a clear priority in Afl) engages pupils’ attention and motivation, increases time on task input and produces measurable learning gains. This, to a large extent, addresses earlier criticisms from Dunn and Mulvenon (2008) of a lack of published research evidence to support the success of Afl.
The two Afl strategies utilised within the Foundation Phase of the placement school  are ‘self and peer assessment’ and ‘traffic lights.’ Within the year one class it was mandated by the class teacher that with respect to the sequence of numeracy learning activities ‘led’ by the student the latter approach should be consistently maintained within the learning process. The school had an established system of placing a stamp within books at the conclusion of each lesson and children understood their need to colour in their perceived level of understanding. 
Succinctly this technique sees children secure with their understanding choosing green, those with some remaining questions recording amber and red is the option for those seeking considerably more help or guidance. It is clear from the outset that this school/teacher approach resembles summative assessment leaving it susceptible to the criticism of Afl from Dunn and Mulvenon (2008). They see summative assessment of a lesson also being used as formative assessment to guide future lessons.
Dunn and Mulvenon’s (2008) viewpoint was confirmed through initial student observation and the class teacher did not orally engage with individual children’s traffic light responses seeing the recording process as a terminal point in the lesson. 
Therefore, to develop this limited use of the technique within the student’s own lessons, more planned and focused dialogue (Broadfoot et al 2002), and by implication, more time was allocated to the introduction of the lesson where a more two way sharing and understanding of the lesson objectives took place between teacher and children. 
Adopting Hargreaves (2005) considerations of the personalisation of learning and Alexander’s (2018) dialogic teaching, there was an exploration of the learner’s thought processes at stages in the lesson in what became an ongoing cognitive quest. This nurturing approach sought to engage with the pupils, assess and hopefully build confidence in the process and thereby develop an improved state of independence and responsibility. The class teacher was critical of this approach remarking that the student’s lessons should be proceeding at greater pace and that the learning process was taking too long! This appeared to confirm the fundamental lack of understanding of the guiding principles of Afl (Broadfoot et al. 2002) and the potential of the approach to adjust learning within an activity as well as informing future learning.
The student’s use of pupil voice adopting the approach advocated by Thomson (2011) sought to move, from a transmissive pedagogy, to a more open and processual approach by introducing and promoting effective ongoing dialogue that provided higher quality feedback from both teacher and children. Providing higher quality feedback can still be less than optimal for several reasons (Dunning 2005) notably the seemingly innate desire to accept the positive and scrutinise the negative! To address this position Dweck’s (2012) view, that pupils from an early age need to learn and appreciate that there are always strategies that can move performance forward, was also promoted.
Engaging in dialogue with the children proved interesting and revealing. Analysis showed that even though the high achievers were largely comfortable, honest and reliably ‘green,’ there were still children who admitted that teacher pressure led them to occasionally vote green whilst secretly feeling that they needed more support. Amber was not an option for a supposedly high achieving five-year old in this class! 
In general terms the average children saw their default position as amber with some openly saying that they were reluctant to go for green. 
From the less able, the range of oral responses provided in-depth awareness of learning issues and misconceptions allowing the ‘traffic light’ technique to become the initial part of a useful diagnostic tool. Comments included admissions of ‘a complete lack of understanding’ with some children asking the student teacher what colour she thought they were. Others admitted to putting red because that they had not completed the work rather than a considered reflection of understanding the concept. Variations of response also differed within the sequence of lessons and this variance could not be gauged from an analysis of the basic information shown by the summative three colours. The strength of the simplistic traffic light approach was the opportunity it presented to engage in meaningful dialogic assessment throughout the lesson which the children gradually came to trust and engage with, which was a guiding principle of both Black and Wiliam (1998) and the ARG (Broadfoot et al 2002). 
Additionally, some children admitted being influenced by or succumbing to peer pressure and/or being extremely concerned about the presentation of their work. Quality of presentation is a school priority which resonates with an initial concern from Black and Wiliam (1998) who saw a barrier to effective learning amongst primary teachers as a tendency to emphasise the quantity and presentation of work over the quality of learning. 
To exemplify this, a significant number of children within Year 1 spend a disproportionate amount of time on presenting the date and learning objective exacerbated by the teacher’s dogged insistence of reinforcing the school presentational policy of having a single digit in each box. This requirement invariably affects the lower ability children to a greater extent which seems totally counter-productive to their learning needs. This is actively promoted by senior leadership and school policy (Sketty Primary School 2018) and appears to be a response to external accountability through forensic book scrutiny. Therefore, unless there is a genuine alignment between the various partners in the education process, the definite advantages of Afl envisaged by Black and Wiliam (1998) endorsed by Donaldson (2015) will remain elusive.
Gaskin’s (2018) involvement of TAs within the Afl process in a Foundation Phase setting has the potential to further optimise the potential of the ‘traffic light strategy’ with pupils being able to express their learning concerns to any member of staff. This confirms Sadler’s (1989) views that self-assessment is an essential component of formative assessment. Also, Gaskin’s (2018) technique of plenary ‘understanders’ spending final minutes in the lesson with those requiring additional support would appear as a further productive way of using in lesson self-assessment within the lesson. 
[bookmark: _Hlk532116176]Farrant (2018), demonstrated that by year 6 children’s writing ability enabled them to offer their own perceptions, in green pen, of what they had personally struggled with. Whilst dialogue is considered preferable, time restrictions mean that for older children this approach could be considered time efficient for the teacher, who can reflect on the comments leading to refinement of future teaching activities. However, this again could essentially be considered a summative approach masquerading as Afl (Bell and Cowie 2000).
In conclusion, the potential of ‘traffic lights’ being utilised in the placement primary school is only partial when considering the role that Afl can have as a tool (Broadfoot et al. 2002) to adjust the learning activity within the lesson (Popham 2008). 
From the critical analysis put forward in this assignment, the school is not optimising the potential of an Afl strategy that was, during placement, developed further by the student. Moving forward it would seem possible that an approach that embraces Gaskin’s (2018) use of all available informed staff would appear to possess a greater likelihood to be more successful for all learners. This would see in lesson adjustments made possible by building the trust of the pupils to see ongoing self-assessment as a more meaningful, and by implication, optimal approach.
To ensure that this becomes embedded, this needs to become a whole school approach, led by senior staff, underpinned and informed by the cultural change envisaged by Fullan (2011). This would see the school initially reassigning time currently spent on developing pristine presentation to a greater focus on informed dialogic teaching (Alexander 2018) supported by a programme of whole school staff development. This would enable a confident adjustment of teaching within lessons as a direct response to the articulated needs and requests of children. 
Perhaps staff development might commence by asking the important question of whether time is better spent on refinement in the spirit of Austin’s butterfly (Berger 2012) over the importance of presenting the date!
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