Assessment for Learning Assignment

In this essay I will be looking at the effectiveness of the development of “AfL”. Assessment for Learning is a Pedagogy of Contingency. This means AfL creates feedback of children’s understanding which can then develop the planning process, allowing teachers to understand what needs to be achieved to develop learning progression. Dylan Wiliam talks about how teaching is adaptive (Dylanwiliam.org, 2018), therefore it is important within a lesson to allow for change and development of concepts that cater to individuals’ needs.  ‘AfL’ is created when a teacher is using collected information to better their instruction in lessons, allowing them to cater to the needs of individuals. Dylan Wiliam (2011) explains AfL as using evidence to adapt teaching and learning. This strategy looks at the importance of feedback. Many theorists would argue that people learn by making mistakes, as seen in the ideas of ‘Action Learning Theory’ (Revans, 1982). McGill and Beaty (1995) believe the link between learning and reflection becomes ‘Action Learning Sets’. Through feedback the teacher and learners are able to reflect on their learning and make suitable changes. Wiliam (YouTube, 2018) talks about making ‘Pareto improvements’; AfL has been introduced and theorised in order to make learning smarter and more efficient. There is a lot of research showing that performance is completely different to learning. The importance of providing learning and memory is of paramount importance. Sadler (2013) regards feedback as the most critical element in enabling learning from an assessment event. This is furthered by Hattie (2008) who believes that, following his meta-analysis, feedback is the single most important modification of teaching to improve student outcomes. Dr Chris Harrison (Kcl.ac.uk, 2018) believes AfL has a significant effect on learning. In this essay I will be reflecting on the use of AfL strategy within self-assessment, and I will look at marking criteria, rubrics and RAG rating. 

Formative assessment is created when learning adapts teaching (Dylanwiliam.org, 2018). Assessment for learning is a broader concept than formative assessment (Mitler, 1973). There are different types of assessment; formative and summative assessment. The aim of formative assessment is to provide ongoing feedback to improve quality of work. However, there is argument over what formative assessment means. Perrenoud (1991, as cited in Black and Wiliam, 1998) says pupils are content in just getting by. This suggests teachers need to find ways to provide engagement in learning. In order for assessment to be used successfully, William and Black (1998) say that a culture of success is needed; a belief that everyone can achieve. Although AfL is seen as very successful and beneficial, it is crucial that teachers are not just teaching to tests. My own experience has taught me that once an assessment has passed, that information is no longer retained and becomes replaced by newer information. The ‘New Theory of Disuse’ (Bjork and Bjork, 1992) further emphasises this point, finding that memories can be lost due to an overload of working memory. Didau (2018) believes nothing has been learned if long term memory hasn’t been changed. This is backed by Kirschner, Sweller and Clark (2006) who say there is no purposeful way to show students progression within a lesson. This is vital when looking at long-term learning, which is believed to be linked to previous learning. There is a need to look at creating long term knowledge; converting working memory into long term memory. (brain, 2018) Efrat Furst’s model of Long term knowledge shows the building of neuronal patterns, neurons activate each other to form pathways and networks, this is linked with the creation of learning. By activating prior knowledge, developing a schema and promoting deep learning can create long-term memory. Formative assessment looks at the academic development of learners (Stiggins, 2002). Cahppuis and Stiggins (2002) say this is designed to monitor student progress. This is furthered by Scriven (1967) who says assessment is an ongoing malleable educational program. Didau (2018) says there is a difference between performance and learning, therefore there is a danger when using AfL. By using AfL, teachers may only be testing performance, but children need to be given time to internalise information. It is imperative learning is achieved through these strategies, rather than testing on performance. Wiliam says that looking at short term outcomes can help us improve learning (Didau, 2018). Teachers will not be there to teach an individual after school, so providing a basis of learning and teaching children how improve is far more beneficial, as it will create lifelong learners.

The results of the Pisa tests in 2013 and 2016 show Wales was the worst performing country in the UK with regards to Maths, English and Science. The main aim of education is to raise achievement, however, GOV.UK (2018) talks about how the education system is in place to aide the economy and prepare people for adult life.  This is supported by Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), where one of the main four aims is ‘ambitious capable learners’. P, Black and D, Wiliam (1998) say learning comes from the interaction between teacher and student within the classroom, therefore, in a larger class, the quality of learning is lower. Wiliam (2009) found that class size reduction would provide four extra months of learning per year. However, he found the cost to implement this change would be £20,000. This research is promising, although some schools do not have the financial means to implement these changes. Researchers and teachers need to find cost effective methods that have a big impact. William (2017) says children and teachers should be using Carol Dweck’s (2008) work on mindset. Dweck says that high achievers are not as likely to improve their learning because they are afraid of making mistakes. AfL approaches can help this by creating a supportive and cooperative classroom. Wiliam (2009), the creator of AfL, found that the use of AfL can create 8 extra months of learning per year, costing only £2,000. Although Wiliam’s findings could be seen as biased, The Teacher Toolkit agrees, saying that feedback produces an extra 9 months of learning with little cost (V1.educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk, 2018). Hattie (2008) further agrees, ranking AfL as the 10th out 150 factors to bring improvement to learners.  

The strategy implemented by the writer was self-assessment rubrics and RAG rating. This strategy would fall into the AfL strand Self and peer assessment. Boud (1995) defines self-assessment as students judging quality of their work against set standards. This allows children to understand what they need to include within their work. Ross (2006) and Black and Wiliam (1998) say this helps children become better learners. There are three elements to feedback (Sadler, 1989); the goal, the level the work is at, and how to close the gap between the two. By activating children as owners of their own learning, Didau (2018) says learners become more autonomous. Ross (2006) shows that self-assessment creates a ‘high level of internal consistency’. This is furthered agreed by Ross, J. A., Hogaboam-Gray, A., & Rolheiser, C. (2002). This strategy provided a chance for the writer to develop the children’s meta-cognitive skills. Metacognition is the awareness and understanding of your own thought process. It is imperative that young people are able to develop this skill to improve their future learning. Claxton (1995) talks about allowing students to create their own learning that is both meaningful and carries deep understanding. This strategy is very useful when trying to provide instant feedback in order to avoid misunderstanding. Instant feedback causes reflective learning and teaching. Wiliam (1998) believes further reflection is essential to good learning.   

To begin in my own teaching, I used the strategy within the plenary to check on the learning created. Introducing an AfL strategy takes time (Cambridge-community.org.uk, 2018). Some of the challenges presented during the implementation were down to the culture of the classroom. The lower ability within the class seamlessly evolved during the transformation, however, I believe the more able children found it quite difficult. It is important that the culture within the classroom evolves with the AfL strategy. I found that I needed to instil a ‘Growth Mindset’ within my class. Dweck’s (2008) ‘Mindset Theory’ looks to explain this problem; she uses the term ‘Fixed Mindset’ to describe those individuals who struggle to improve their understanding. This can be furthered by developing children’s cognitive skills, however, this becomes unimportant if children are practising skills and knowledge in the wrong way. Didau (2018) uses the example of children who can’t do maths to describe wrong practice in his work. When using Self-assessment, the aim is gaining quality and individualised feedback from each learner. Within the context of the classroom, consisting of 36 learners with differing needs, this can be a difficult process. When discovering that some of the learners had a problem, I found that vital learning time had been lost for those individuals. I then implemented RAG rating cups and marking rubrics during the lesson. Within the class I still needed to develop quality feedback and continue their understanding. Self-assessment was a way to bring back the learning intention and success criteria, whilst allowing the learners’ ‘Self efficacy’.  Bandura (1977) defined it as ‘belief in one’s ability’. This is important to develop high achievement. Schunk’s (1996) studies demonstrate the high impact self-assessment has on achievement and motivation. This is furthered by Fonata and Fernandez’s (1994) study which found a large effect on student achievement. The Assessment Reform Group (2002) says self-assessment shows learners where they are achieving and where they need to progress and helps them understand how to make these progressions. This is one of the main principles of AfL. One of the ten principles set out by The Assessment Reform group (2002) is developing the capacity for self-assessment. Klenowski (1995) believes self-assessment is intuitive; by applying a checklist of criteria, this prevents the development of this intuitive process. It is therefore important that examples and ideas are produced rather than relying on a tick box exercise. 
Feedback is seen as an essential part of teaching and learning. Bloom, Hill and Lipsey (2008) show that as a child grows older, the amount of growth of achievement falls. I believe this is down to the nature of feedback, as from experience I’ve found that younger pupils get more meaningful feedback, whereas as a pupil gets older, more of an emphasis is placed on independent learning. The Educational Endowment Foundation Toolkit (V1.educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk, 2018) found feedback produces an effect equivalent to eight extra months of learning. Sadler (2013) looks at ‘opening up’ feedback. Student response allows teachers to infer depth of learning and is very important learners can become proficient learners. Using self-assessment allows learners to acquire ideas of high quality and be able to recognize them (Sadler, 2013). Feedback gives this opportunity; teachers must improve children’s ability to recognize quality and assess their own work. Sadler (2010) says a major problem with feedback is largely about telling an individual where to improve. Most parents and teacher would know there is only so much a person can learn by being told. This is called the ‘Transmission model of teaching’; teachers need to be able to provide feedback which moves learning forward. Feedback is seen as a critical element creating learning from an assessment, Sadler (2013). Feedback in the context of self-assessment needs to be carefully created; the teacher must give the tools of success to the class and allow them to reach it on their own.   

Self-assessment can be developed within the Foundation phase. It is vital that within the school context an AfL strategy is replicated and developed throughout the school. This allows the individuals to improve at a certain technique, allowing each learner to become proficient in that skill by the time they leave. Within the Foundation phase, context self-assessment is based mainly on judging if the piece of work is good or bad. This needs to be developed; allowing learners to find ways of improvement at a personal level can be beneficial. Looking at the example of Austin’s butterfly (Modelsofexcellence.eleducation.org, 2018) can allow a learner to critique their own piece of work. Using RAG rating to judge their work helps children on their journey to become self-efficient learners.

In conclusion, my own experience as well as a wealth of research in the field show that using self-assessment, rubrics and RAG rating to provide feedback helps to develop learning. This strategy of AFL in my own teaching allowed the class to develop their metacognitive skills and improved their understanding of quality, allowing them to become autonomous learners. The process of developing an AfL strategy within the classroom context is a difficult but integral part of teaching. Motivation and understanding are vital parts involved within AfL, as children need to oversee their own learning, as agreed by the constructivist school of thought. In order for AfL to be effective, a good understanding of pedagogy, quality instruction and retrieval practice should be introduced, and when using AfL to promote development of learning, children must be able to internalize information. Black (1998) and Ross (2006) agree that if testing does not provide a focus on learning, it is not valid. Therefore, improving memory is essential to learning, as, as Didau shows, learning and performance are distinct from each other (2018). 
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