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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 from Professional Teaching Experience.

In 1997, the Assessment Reform Group commissioned a review of existing research on formative assessment as efforts to stem the increasing use of external testing, or summative assessment, meant in-class assessment, which supported learning, were being largely ignored.  They wanted to bring the focus back to pupil learning, through assessment activities, and approached Black and Wiliam due to their history in the field (CCEA, 2009).  The review involved an extensive search through existing literature and research and concluded that formative assessment produced significant gains for all learners but most importantly, in lower attaining pupils (Black and Wiliam, 1998).  The outcome of the review was a report and small booklet called Inside the Black Box (1998) from which the phrase ‘Assessment for Learning’ (AfL) was coined.  Since publishing the report, Wiliam has called the term formative assessment a mistake, as this term has become associated with tests instead of improved teaching, saying that he should have called it ‘Responsive teaching’ (Weston, 2017).  However, he has recently changed his view and now feels that while responsive teaching is a better term, it implies that the role of the teacher is the only role of importance (Wiliam, 2018) when it is in fact a symbiotic relationship between teacher and learner. 

Since the introduction of formative assessment by Black and Wiliam in 1998, it has been promoted worldwide as a ‘Fundamental approach to education reform’ (OECD, 2005).  Where previously, learners lacked constructive feedback to give them clear guidance on improving their work, the focus was now on ‘Using evidence and discussion to find out where pupils are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to help them get there’ (Grigg, 2015, p.399).  Using this learning continuum, formative assessment occurs throughout the lesson, is embedded in every area of teaching and learning and uses strategies that are often individual to each teacher or school.  These strategies allow the teacher to adapt the work to meet the learner’s needs during the lesson and give constructive feedback to move the learners on, while developing learner’s thinking skills, or metacognition (Black et al. 2003).

There are those who argue against formative assessment, with Bennett (2011) stating the original Black and Wiliam research uses outdated sources and fails to prove that formative assessment facilitates learning, while Dunn and Mulvenon (2009) conclude the original research was flawed, with further research needed.  Although there is now more recent research, they feel there is not enough empirical data yet to support the impact formative assessment has on learning.  Furthermore, Shepard (1995, cited in Dixon and Williams, 2001) maintains that merely introducing formative assessment will not improve the learning and that teachers are key in its implementation.  Indeed, recent research indicates that for many teachers, the strategies used are teacher-led with many citing a lack of training to support them (School Education Gateway, 2018).  Without this support for training and resources, teachers find it challenging to close the gap.  Evidence of the impact of providing support to teachers can be seen in a case study of Palmerston Primary School, where staff were provided with training in AfL along with opportunities to discuss and reflect before creating school wide strategies.  This input allowed staff to celebrate the learner’s achievements, give them ownership of their learning and see effective ways to move forward for everyone while the understanding and engagement of the learners was positively impacted (ESTYN, 2016).

Despite the opposing views, formative assessment was not a new idea and had been around long before Black and Wiliam began their research.  Twenty years earlier, D. Royce Sadler recommended for ‘Students to develop skills in evaluating the quality of their own work, especially during the process of production’ (1989, pp. 143-144) and earlier still Vygotsky, from a constructivist viewpoint, introduced the zone of proximal development (ZPD)(Pound, 2006).  The ZPD focussed on what learners could achieve independently or with support from a more skilled person (McLeod, 2018) and viewed that scaffolding learners would be more effective in progressing their learning (Grigg, 2015).  This scaffolding and the use of the ZPD is used in the middle of learning by teachers to move the learning forward and both this and Sadler’s approach foster learner’s cognitive learning (Shepard, 2005).  

These earlier researchers were the forerunners of the current AfL approach and there are many still researching AfL.  One approach is the importance of a growth mindset that allows learners to develop their abilities due to a belief that they can become smarter, when compared to those with a fixed mindset, who set limitations on themselves (Hazell, 2017).  Introduced by Dweck, (2006, cited in Dweck, 2008) she claims that a growth mindset in learners causes ‘Profound effects on their motivation, learning and school achievement’.  Formative assessment fosters and promotes a growth mindset because the feedback given is directly related to performance (Kiss, 2016).  However, there are those who argue that the link between a growth mindset and academic achievement is very small, and that research does not support the profound effect that Dweck has claimed (Beall, 2018).  Again, despite the contradictory views, growth mindset remains another important approach in AfL that is being promoted in schools.  In Wales, it is seen as a method to raise attainment and develop ways to overcome adversity in both learners and staff (Developing Potential, 2015) while also supporting and reinforcing the development of thinking skills (DCELLS, 2010b) which links back to metacognition and a growth mindset.  This intertwining of AfL and thinking skills means that many strategies will stimulate both areas so long as teachers have a clear understanding of how or why the strategy is used to develop the learning (DCELLS., 2010a)

Within AfL, there are four elements: sharing criteria with learners, quality of questions / quality of talk, use and quality of feedback and peer and self-assessment.  It is important to use strategies from these elements throughout the learning, but the strategy focussed on during professional teaching experience (PTE) fell within both use and quality of feedback and peer and self-assessment although this will be looked at in more depth within peer and self-assessment.  Within the Foundation Phase (FP) of the PTE school, the majority of AfL took place through questioning and there was no evidence of peer or self-assessment.  In year 2, a strategy was introduce using a checklist which could be used for self or peer marking (Appendix 1).  Sadler saw self-assessment as essential to learning (Black et al, 2003) while peer assessment, when undertaken properly, aids learners in reflecting on each other’s work and considering how it can be improved (Dunn, 2011) thus developing metacognition as they apply what they have learnt to further their learning.  Both self and peer assessment requires the learners to be active participants in their learning and when used effectively, can allow them to improve their own understanding and learning while also informing future lessons (DCELLS, 2010a).

The strategy used was a form of structure strip, in a checklist form, which the learners stuck in their book as a prompt when writing.  Structure strips were introduced by Mr Lockyear, a primary school teacher, to focus learners as they structured their writing (Try This Teaching, 2017) and are a form of scaffolding as recommended by constructivists.  They are simple strips that are stuck in the margin of a book to guide learners in their writing and can be as detailed or simple as needed.  This easy tailoring means they are suitable from FP upwards and for all abilities as they are easily differentiated (Jivespin, 2017).  A checklist was used as it could be tailored to specific lessons and gave a structure for the learners that was simple and easy to understand (Public Schools of North Carolina, 1999).  It contained elements of the success criteria along with prompts for simple punctuation that the learners were encouraged to use in all their writing.  The simplicity was intended to reduce the amount of time needed to explain how to peer assess and to prevent misinterpretation of the success criteria (Center for Education Innovation, 2016).  

During a writing activity, the learners would be regularly referred to the structure strip to check if they were including the elements listed on it.  At the end of the lesson, they would then give their book to a peer who would use the structure strip to peer mark the work, ticking the elements when found in the writing.  When returned, this would allow the learner to clearly see their achievement long with where they needed to improve.  Asking the learners to peer assess put them in the mindset of a teacher while developing higher order skills like critical and analytical thinking and independent working (Cambridge Assessment International Education, n.d.).

The first time these structure strips were used was not very successful as the piece of writing they were engaging with proved more challenging than anticipated and the learners were overwhelmed with the resources required for the task.  As a result, the next lesson was adapted to accommodate these issues, the resources were combined into one sheet instead of several books, and a writing frame was provided to support the learners.  This allowed better engagement with their writing and they no longer felt overwhelmed.  The structure strips were then accessible and more effective when writing an explanation text as the learners were able to self-assess their work during the act of production and make improvements in the moment.  When peer marking, a short explanation was needed, as this was a new strategy for the learners, and it was clear that further work would be needed to enable this strategy to be effective and of benefit to the learners.  As they become more experienced with peer assessment, this will enable them to identify weaknesses and focus on how to make improvements in their own work more easily thus improving their own self-assessment skills (NFER, 2017b).  Once the learners were confident using the structure strips to support their writing and to peer assess, they would be amended to include further columns to allow for peer assessment, self-assessment and teacher assessment.  Within FP, the structure strips were focussed on English as this was the area the learners did most of their writing.  Once confident in this area, they could be introduced into History and Science but there was not enough time in the PTE block to include these areas.  

As discussed previously, the strips are adaptable from lower FP through to higher education.  In KS2 they would be more detailed than FP and it is likely they would be used in more lessons than just English due to the nature of the curriculum.  Due to their adaptability, they can be used to structure stories in English, investigations in Mathematics, analysing and describing in Humanities, or even planning experiments in Science.  As they would be a new strategy for KS2, they would need to be carefully introduced and the learners would all have the same level of detail on their structure strips initially.  As they became familiar with their use, they could then be tailored to meet the needs of the different learners through differentiation (Short Cuts TV, 2015).  This could be by providing less information on the structure, possibly just headings, or even providing additional challenges to each section to push learners further.  As the learner’s ability increases, the amount of support is gradually withdrawn to prevent reliance on a strict structure and limiting development.  Instead, opportunities for them to adapt the basic structures to their own needs would be provided (Literacy for Pleasure, 2017) which could be through the learners creating their own structure strip.  Overreliance can be a disadvantage of structure strips as teachers scaffold more able learners for too long, thus limiting their development.  However, the structure strips can be re-used when more complex work is introduced, and the learners will understand how to use them, reducing the time spent explaining (Jivespin, 2017).  The opportunity to introduce structure strips in KS2 is exciting and it is hoped they will close the gap for all learners, but especially the lower ability.

Taking everything into consideration, formative assessments provide insights into learner’s progress but are of little value if no action is taken to encourage further achievement.  Therefore, formative assessments should be part of a larger framework that involves ‘Planning, practice and recording’ (Hayes, 2004, p. 233) and gives the learners room to make sense of their own learning, with support from their teachers and peers.  Through this they will develop their growth mindset and move their learning from unrelated exercises to something more meaningful (Davies, 2006).  Additionally, while further research is needed on integrating AfL and theories such as growth mindset, there is strong evidence suggesting that ‘Integrating assessment with instruction may well have unprecedented power to increase student engagement and to improve learning outcomes’ (Wiliam, 2011).  It has become clear though that the advantages of AfL outweigh the disadvantages when it is used effectively, and only by combining a range of approaches in daily practice can the teachers and learners identify the gap between where the learner is now where they are going, and the action needed to improve their learning (Kippers et al, 2018).
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