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Critically explore and evaluate a case study or context from the existing literature where issues of equality, equity and diversity are of significance to educational practice. 

Education systems across the globe strive to provide a quality and inclusive curriculum that promotes equality, equity and diversity. Equality within education concerns itself with ensuring equal opportunities as well as safeguarding protected characteristics from discrimination (DfE, 2014). United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) states that individuals should be able to celebrate their language, culture and religion. It also explains that caregivers should provide equitable opportunities for all children to achieve no matter their barriers or background. The notion of social justice can be traced back to Italian catholic priest, Luigi Taparellli in around 1840 (Behr, 2005). The premise was that the most disadvantaged individuals within society should be treated the same and have equal opportunity and an equitable share of resources in order to succeed. This early understanding of social justice remains today, but real change will only occur when barriers to learning such as gender, age, race, ethnicity, religion, culture or disability are removed (United Nations, 2020). The focus of this article will be the use of formative assessment by learners with English as an Additional Language (EAL). Critical analysis will explore the strengths and limitations of formative assessment for this specific demographic. Much of the following discussion is inspired by the research of Leung and Scott (2009) who studied the curriculum journey of formative assessment within Welsh education and policy, whilst also considering impact within the wider world. Themes of equality, equity and diversity will be investigated in relation to the use of formative assessment of EAL learners. As well as relevant literature relating to Wales and the wider world, concepts including Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Meritocracy (Young, 1958) will be considered. 

Formative assessment is a teaching strategy that allows educators to determine student understanding, and forms a vital role in the learning process (Clark, 2012). However, it is fundamental that the application of formative assessment within education is further explored. Factors such as socio-economic background and access to resources should be acknowledged to ensure that the whole-child is considered in a holistic approach to education (Miller, 1997). This notion of a holistic education system has foundations of equality, equity and diversity. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) sets out four core purposes that include the concept of developing learners described as ‘ethically informed citizens’ for Wales and the wider world; It explains this as learners with the ability to develop empathy, explore different perspectives and to respect others and our diversities. Historically, Welsh education and policymaking was the responsibility of the central United Kingdom government, but the formation of the Welsh Assembly in 1999 shifted this responsibility to a devolved government within Wales. In their research, Leung and Scott (2009) point out that Welsh Government have held concerns around EAL formative assessment within Wales for many years. Issues relate to consistency of approach, potential bias and a lack of consideration for the linguistic background of the learner. These concerns need to be addressed when you consider that the number of EAL learners within primary and secondary schools in Wales has more than doubled in the last decade (Welsh Government, 2019) and is at its highest point since the Covid-19 pandemic (Welsh Government, 2023). It is necessary for Welsh education to attend to learner linguistic and academic needs whilst also promoting language development of Welsh and English for all learners. As stated, Welsh Government have long held concerns around EAL formative assessment. However, it is argued that this is part of a wider issue concerning racial inequality in relation to attainment, policy, curriculum and workforce within Welsh education (Williams, 2021). 

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) is built around achieving a sense of belonging by being a member of demographics and groups you feel you can relate to. The theory is of value when attempting to understand the experiences of EAL learners within education. Maslow’s Theory of Motivation (1958) demonstrates the importance of basic needs, as well as psychological needs, such as forming positive relationships and accomplishing a sense of belonging. Linking back to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) it is obvious that there will always be an opposing group to an individual. Even the fact that Welsh curriculum and policy is now decided within Wales and no longer England is an example of opposing groups, curriculum, policy and ultimately, evidence of how social identity is shaped. From the perspective of EAL learners, linguistic and cultural experiences can be argued to shape social identities within education (Dieckhoff, 2004). The theory comprises of three stages: categorisation, identification and comparison. During the initial categorisation stage, EAL learners are historically organised based on their language background, for example, learners with a home language other than English. This categorisation alone can be argued to reveal issues around stereotyping and discrimination. It is essential to recognise the potential issue around reinforcing linguistic and cultural difference that can impact negatively upon the social identity of the learner within the school community (Haslam et al, 1996). The second stage of identification is psychological in nature and is based around the individual achieving a sense of belonging with a group. EAL learners can face linguistic and cultural barriers than can hinder their positive social identity towards achieving belonging. EAL learners may feel as though they cannot relate to dominant linguistic and cultural demographics despite a desire to fit in and feel validated. (Ward & Masgoret, 2004). The final stage is centred around comparison of social groups with individuals said to be more favourable to the group they are able to identify with. It is here that issues around stereotyping and discrimination are likely to occur. Despite clear barriers faced by EAL learners in relation to social identity theory, it is also important to recognise the conditions that can have a positive impact upon the learner. Inclusive education, celebrated diversity and language support can result in positive social identity and can support EAL learners towards academic success. Linking to the issue identified by Leung and Scott (2009) regarding concerns around the inclusivity of EAL formative assessment within Wales, consideration of the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Tuner, 1979) may show that assessments in Wales are ineffective towards EAL learners. Within Wales, EAL learners complete statutory assessments against common attainment targets. These are standardised subject-based assessments designed for all learners with no set or specific framework for EAL learners. The impact of Social Identity Theory is highlighted in the use of statutory assessments that are exclusively delivered in English language. This lack of consideration for other social identities than home language being English, creates difficulties for EAL learners when completing a test in a language they are not able to fully comprehend. Looking back at the case study in focus, Leung and Scott (2009) state that teachers working with bilingual learners regularly find that they do not achieve as well as expected in some assessments. As is the case with the national assessment format within Wales, when a test is exclusively in English language and does not consider the English language proficiency of the EAL learner, it can prevent an individual from demonstrating their true knowledge on the subject (Garcia & Kleifgen, 2010). Leung and Scott (2009) describe this as not recognising any difference between a learners’ cognitive ability and their English language aptitude. It is also important to emphasise that EAL is not a taught subject and EAL learners are assessed against a framework designed for all learners within Wales. The fact that English is taught as a school subject rather than English as an additional language could also possibly mean that there is cultural bias in the language and content of assessment, which shows inequity towards learners from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Valencia, 2010). Drawing influence from Maslow’s Theory of Motivation (1958) and The Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) the EAL learner may have a desire to belong and ‘fit it’ with the dominant demographic, but assessment that does not consider language proficiency will act as a barrier to success and result negatively upon their perceived social identity. It is critical to note the positive impact of formative assessment when completed in an equitable way. When effective, formative assessment can improve learner outcomes and raise standards (Black & William, 1998). When effective, formative assessment can also positively impact upon learner wellbeing by creating an inclusive environment where learners feel motivated and supported (Harlen et al, 2003). However, when ineffective and with a lack of consideration of the individual language needs of the learner, this could be detrimental towards learner wellbeing as well as achievement. The assessment landscape of Wales is developing in line with the new Curriculum for Wales (2022) and is placing more emphasis on teacher assessments to allow for improved inclusivity of all learners. Leung and Scott (2009) highlight the significance of a holistic approach to assessment that helps create a detailed learner profile with opinions included from all relevant stakeholders. This is particularly crucial when considering assessment results that are used to make judgements of settings such as the transition between primary and secondary school. Without a holistic approach, problems around equality of opportunity, equity of assessment and value of diversity would come into question. A suggested approach for formative assessments would be to create content that can be translated into the home language of the specific learner. This strategy would show value towards the linguistic and cultural background of the learner and can result in increased accuracy when assessing subject knowledge (Thomas & Collier, 2002). 

It is fundamental that the role of society as a whole is considered when we discuss equity and diversity within education; it is likely to impact access to opportunities, fairness and representation across an individual’s protected characteristics within education and wider society (Adams et al, 2007). Meritocracy (Young, 1958) in education centres around the notion that a fair education system provides equal opportunities for all students to succeed based on ability and effort regardless of their socio-economic background (Bowen et al, 1999). Curriculum for Wales (2022) aims to be an inclusive and holistic approach to learning that values every aspect of the learner (Welsh Government, 2020). Much of the guidance and policy alludes to the importance of equal opportunities for all. However, there are several factors that could impact how effective the Curriculum for Wales is in providing meritocratic education that promotes equality, equity and diversity. Increased responsibility and authority allows schools to implement the national curriculum in a flexible way that meets the needs of the school community (Welsh Government, 2020b). The success of how the curriculum is implemented within schools will likely impact whether the school curriculum can be regarded truly meritocratic. Estyn (2022) state that during school inspections a key area of focus is how the school develops a fair and equitable curriculum offer that reflects the linguistic and cultural diversity of Wales and the wider world. It is important to consider the diverse learner landscape of Wales when evaluating the curriculum based on equality, equity and diversity. Across both primary and secondary schools in Wales, there are over 100 languages spoken by pupils with an increasing variety of home languages spoken and almost 10% of pupils labelled EAL (Welsh Government, 2015). Linking back to the research of Leung and Scott (2009) and the effectiveness of formative assessment for EAL learners, it does raise questions around the Curriculum for Wales’ approach to assessment of learners and whether it shows meritocracy. Successful Futures for all: Explorations of Curriculum Reform (Taylor et al, 2019) set out to identify issues within the new Curriculum for Wales (2022) relating to disadvantaged learners. A sample of over 600 teachers from curriculum pioneer schools were asked what demographics they felt would be positively impacted by the new Curriculum for Wales (2022). Results show that Black and Minority Ethnic learners (BAME) achieved the lowest score with 20%. This highlights that these particular educators felt as though the Curriculum for Wales was not inclusive and beneficial towards BAME learners and other disadvantaged groups. Teacher beliefs play an important role on the effectiveness of teaching and learning within education. In this example, if teachers do not regard the Curriculum for Wales (2022) as beneficial towards certain groups including BAME learners, then it will significantly influence teaching practice and decision-making (Hargreaves, 1996). Focussing upon the effectiveness of formative assessment for EAL learners, it can be argued that despite equality of opportunity being meritocratic, the structure and inclusivity of assessment cannot be regarded equitable. The national testing format in Wales is exclusively in English language and so has potential to include cultural and linguistic norms. Some argue that if formative assessment does not consider the home language of a learner then it will not gain appropriate understanding of academic progress and attainment (Gottlieb, 2016). Curriculum for Wales (2022) highlights an importance on developing ambitious and capable learners who show an interest in learning the language of Wales and the wider world. It is a national priority for Wales to reach a target of one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017). Bilingualism within Wales and language learning policy show how the education system in Wales actively promotes diversity. Leung and Scott (2009) identify that Wales has a high linguistic awareness and that this allows for increased innovation opportunities within the curriculum. With this in mind and considering the potential limitations of formative assessment for EAL learners, there is a reason to be optimistic for increased equity in line with celebrated diversity. It is important to understand that disadvantaged groups can face socio-economic, discriminatory and cultural barriers to education (UNESCO, 2020). Such barriers can result in disadvantaged learners experiencing challenges in relation to education and within wider society (OECD, 2018). It is here where we can explore the link between socioeconomic background and employment in life after education. Friedman and Laurison (2020) uncovered barriers faced by individuals from working class backgrounds in relation to occupation. Social, cultural and educational inequalities demonstrate the need for equitable education and pathways into occupations post-education. This connection between inequity and disadvantage within society highlights the importance of equitable education that promotes meritocratic values. However, Reay (2020) argues that meritocracy by very nature promotes difference and results in perceived ‘successful’ and ‘not successful’ learners. This perception within education can branch outwards and become an issue within wider society. If we consider meritocratic education a form of differentiation, perception of ability can emphasise inequalities and reinforce hierarchies within society (Noddings, 2006). Reay (2020) states that a truly inclusive society would require an inclusive view of merit and move away from prejudice towards education and qualifications. In relation to the effectiveness of formative assessment for EAL learners, it is important that their language background and proficiency in English is understood, but only on the basis that formative assessment is adapted to suit language and cultural needs as well as to provide scaffolded support (Gottlieb, 2013). If learners are grouped based on acquiring English as an additional language and yet formative assessment is not adapted to suit their needs, then this could have a negative impact upon the learner and is an example of meritocracy that promotes difference for no obvious educational reason. In an education system that promotes such difference, there is danger that there is overemphasis on the role of the individual in their success and that factors such as social class and privilege are disregarded (Sandel, 2020). The notion of meritocratic hubris is centred around successful individuals feeling a sense of entitlement around their success, despite possible factors that may have supported them along the way. Sandel (2020) describes this as an issue that produces a divide between successful individuals and those who are disadvantaged. Linking back to the effectiveness of formative assessment of EAL learners, there is potential for meritocratic hubris as those who are more proficient in English language may feel as though they deserve their possible success without considering the clear language barriers faced by EAL learners. 

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Meritocracy (Young, 1958) often cross-over within education discussion. The theory of Cultural Capital (Bourdieu, 1977) concerns itself with both barriers to learning and society. Cultural Capital highlights that factors such as education, knowledge, skills and qualifications can provide advantages within wider society. Bourdieu (1977) explains that those with greater cultural capital have improved access to resources and opportunities and those with less cultural capital face barriers to success. Many researchers have used the theory of cultural capital to explore the educational and societal experiences of EAL learners. Kanno & Norton (2003) state that EAL learners can face barriers in relation to language proficiency and cultural norms. In turn, this can devalue cultural and linguistic backgrounds and strengthen inequality within society. This supports Bourdieu’s (1990) view that education cannot be deemed completely meritocratic as it favours those with greater cultural capital and does not address barriers to learning. Looking back at the research by Leung and Scott (2009) and thinking about the effectiveness of formative assessment for EAL learners, there are obvious links with cultural capital. There are clear disadvantaging factors that EAL learners face within education, one of which is in relation to a linguistic and cultural barrier. If an EAL learner completes a formative assessment in a language they are unfamiliar and not proficient in, then this is an example of the reproduction of inequality that subsequently impacts social structures. 

In conclusion, whilst education systems strive to promote equality, equity and diversity, it is clear to see the connection that education systems and modern day society have in influencing learner outcomes. Leung and Scott (2009) critically explore the effectiveness of formative assessment for EAL learners in Wales and the wider world. The research addresses concern around formative assessment consistency, potential bias and a lack of emphasis on the linguistic background of the EAL learner. Theories including Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), Meritocracy (Young, 1958) and Cultural Capital (Bourdieu, 1977) highlight educational and societal influences upon learner experiences and outcomes. Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) concerns itself with individuals defining themselves based on personal attributes as well as their position within wider society. Evidently, there are linguistic and cultural barriers that will define an EAL learner’s societal experiences. Tajfel & Turner (1979) explain that position within society can influence attitudes and overall behaviours. In this specific context, the barriers that EAL learners face can often result in negative influences upon EAL learner outcomes and general wellbeing (Valdés, 1996). The theory of Cultural Capital (Bourdieu, 1977) also recognises the influence that society can have on our outcomes in relation to access to knowledge, experiences and resources. Both theories present the impact that society can have upon educational outcomes and highlight the importance for education to identify and act upon barriers to learning to create an equitable education system for all (Tomlinson, 2000). It is not simply a case of addressing EAL barriers from an educational or systemic perspective; EAL barriers to learning are also a reflection of attitudes towards diversity within society (Cummins, 2000). On the other hand, Meritocracy (Young, 1958) determines that learner outcomes are based on ability and effort alone and disregards the impact of social identity. It is argued that whilst meritocracy creates equal opportunity, it does not result in an equitable opportunity that allows learners to achieve (Ravitch et al, 2017). In this context, EAL learners in a meritocratic education system would face disregarded linguistic and cultural barriers to learning that could hinder their success. It is difficult to say whether an education system can or even should be meritocratic. In relation to the use of formative assessment of EAL learners, there are some obvious issues for consideration. Formative assessment completed effectively can address barriers to learning and have positive influence on language proficiency and academic progress. However, for formative assessment to be deemed effective for EAL learners, it must remove barriers and promote equity by providing resources and support systems to support linguistic and cultural diversity (Paradis et al, 2011). Achieving this requires reflection upon education systems and commitment towards alleviating systemic inequities faced by EAL learners. In this context, a suggested approach towards effective formative assessment for EAL learners is to fully consider and value the role of linguistic and cultural background. National Personalised Assessment within Wales was moved to an online system in 2020 with an aim to become more efficient and to follow advancements within technology and education. Leung and Scott (2009) point out that Wales has acknowledged research into formative assessment whilst making changes and holds an evidence-based policy. Implementation of a live-marking system that adjusts based on performance is deemed an effective approach in terms of making judgements due to academic progress and providing real-time feedback that draws influence from the research of William and Black (1999). However, the test language of all Wales’ National Personalised Assessments is exclusively English. To value the role of linguistic and cultural background would be to provide an assessment translation tool to make the online approach more equitable towards EAL learners. It is worth noting that the online platform already has established translation options for other elements and resources on the site. It is hoped that this approach would result in more efficient and equitable assessment of academic progress whilst considering linguistic proficiency and diversity as influential factors. In this context, a further suggestion and starting point would be to adopt an EAL assessment framework to accurately and consistently monitor English language proficiency. The BELL Foundation promotes their EAL Assessment Framework (2017) and highlights the importance of acknowledging linguistic and cultural backgrounds when assessing language proficiency. It is essential for EAL learners to make progress with linguistic proficiency targets to allow them to access the curriculum and make academic progress (Cummins, 2000). Furthermore, it is important that schools and teachers use a variety of assessment strategies and that the National Personalised Assessments within Wales are not the only focus. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasises the importance of a flexible approach to the statutory curriculum in order for schools to meet the diverse needs of their learners. Drawing similarities with the curriculum implementation, a suggestion would be for a systemic and holistic approach to EAL assessment. This whole-curriculum and nationwide approach would improve efficiency and consistency for monitoring the progress of EAL learners. Education plays a vital role in fostering equality, equity and diversity. While formative assessment is valuable for monitoring attainment and progress, it is fundamental that any assessment can be regarded equitable towards EAL learners. Recognition of linguistic and cultural background should be the foundation of any approach to ensure inclusivity for all learners regardless of their background.
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