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Foreword





Once upon a time there was a land where teachers went into school on a Monday with a couple of bullet points written in their diary with ideas of what they may teach that week. As the week progressed a few annotations may have been added to note what work had been completed and where the learning would go next. The names of children who needed to work a bit harder or could take the lead next lesson may even have been added. Occasionally, an interesting idea about homework tasks may have found its way in. And this, my friends, was my planning diary in 1979.


My results were good and getting better each year I taught. However, I look back in amazement at how random and anecdotal teaching was in those early days. ‘Teach one of these texts and let the work grow from there’ my Head of Department told me. How different teaching is now – and how much more rigorous is our planning and assessing to ensure our pupils learn effectively. Much of that essential rigour is now delivered through using Assessment for Learning.


If Assessment for Learning is the answer, what is the question?


How can every teacher ensure that every pupil makes progress?


Every child making optimum progress in every classroom in the land is the hope and dream of all those involved in education from Ofsted and the Minister for Education, to the teacher slogging away planning their lessons on a Sunday afternoon. Consequently, teachers ensure that lessons have clear objectives, build in self and peer assessment and include a plenary which measures progress. They also plan their next lesson to ensure progression for all abilities. So what’s not to like?


Well, like all prescriptive models of great practice, this can become just a ticklist of ideas to be included in lesson plans. But teachers rarely engage effectively with formative assessment as a learning process in the lesson. To really engage with formative assessment you have to be a teacher who has your metaphoric antennae tuned in to what is really happening in your classroom. Are those kids really engaged with that objective or just writing it down out of habit? Do they actually know what progress is in your subject? Or do they just have the customary target sheets stuck in the front of their books with little or no understanding of what they need to do to improve? Do the pupils find that peer assessment really gives them feedback that helps them move on – or does it just give the class know-all an opportunity to remind them how inadequate their handwriting is? Does the plenary really tell the teacher whether every individual child has ‘got it’? How can it if the quiet child at the back holds up their whiteboard with the answer on so that the teacher can’t properly see it? Is your ‘marking’ really making a difference to the progress being made over time for every child? Or do they glance briefly at the grade you give them and move on to the next thing?


Just planning to use assessment for learning strategies will not give you an assurance that your lesson is outstanding. You need to really care and get curious about what is happening in your classroom and relentlessly go on a quest to find out – by getting feedback from the pupils and noticing what they are doing. The great strength of this book is that it suggests a huge range of ideas and methods to measure progress and empower pupils to take ownership of their own progress. If you use the myriad of strategies in this book you will grow your instincts about the learning happening inside your classroom. As Claire says, progress happens in their heads – if you can tune in using her techniques you will be helping every child make the most of their ability and using assessment as learning.


And that is what I call a happy ending.


Jackie Beere, Tiffield 2012






















Chapter 1


Beware the AfL ‘Buffet’





Although I am not a gambling woman, I would wager that, if we were to question 100 randomly selected teachers, all of them would at least have heard of Assessment for Learning or AfL. Furthermore, I would bet that the vast majority would be happily using several of the more common AfL strategies such as traffic lighting or peer assessment.


Whilst this is encouraging to those of us passionate about how Assessment for Learning can genuinely transform outcomes for young people, it also alludes to what is one of the great paradoxes: that many well-intentioned teachers are engaging with the letter of AfL rather than the spirit of it. Or, to put it another way, many teachers are grazing at the buffet of AfL without necessarily perceiving how the various morsels come together to form a well-balanced and satisfying educational philosophy.





What is AfL and why does it matter?


Assessment for Learning should not be confused with assessment in its traditional sense; that is, the objective gathering and measuring of progress evidence. Assessment for Learning is much broader and is defined as:




… the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there.1





Further exemplification was added in this definition proposed in 2009:




Assessment for Learning is part of everyday practice by students, teachers and peers that seeks, reflects upon and responds to information from dialogue, demonstration and observation in ways that enhance ongoing learning.2





Finally, Dylan Wiliam identifies the key elements of AfL as a set of activities which can empower learners to become independent through:




[image: alt] Sharing learning intentions and success criteria.


[image: alt] Engineering effective classroom discussions.


[image: alt] Formative feedback.


[image: alt] Activating learners as resources for each other.


[image: alt] Activating learners as owners of their own learning.3





Assessment for Learning involves asking questions about the quality of learning and being prepared to adapt and enrich the curriculum in response to what we learn. It is important to remember that AfL embodies effective assessment practice which is applicable to all ages, groups and key stages. It has the unique potential not just to measure learning but to promote and further improve learning.


As teachers begin to implement the various practical strategies commonly associated with AfL, such as ‘think, pair, share’, traffic lighting and peer and self assessment, it is important that they also understand the general principles underpinning AfL. Even busy teachers need to spend time exploring the philosophy behind AfL and constantly ask the question: What does this mean for me and my practice?


AfL is based on constructivism – a view of teaching and learning predicated upon the simple but profound principle that learning is something which can only happen inside the heads of learners. This is why monitoring the ‘progress’ much sought after by Ofsted can be a challenge – it is often invisible! Also, despite our best efforts as teachers, we cannot make learning happen for our learners – there is a gulf between the teaching and the learning that only the learners themselves can bridge in order to develop new skills and knowledge.


Genuine AfL occurs at the point of learning – that moment when a learner engages in personal reflection or interacts with you or another pupil in order to make sense of what is being learned. The most effective AfL practitioners ensure that all of their planning and interactions with learners aim to facilitate exactly this.


In essence, AfL is about empowering pupils to be owners of their own learning. That is to say, learners who can understand where they currently are, what they need to do to improve and exactly how to do this. Clearly, this goes way beyond learners merely knowing their current grade or target or even knowing something about the grade criteria for a particular subject. As Gordon Stobart amongst others observes, real AfL is about learning to learn – a skill for life and not just for examination success.4





Is AfL having a ‘mid-life crisis’?


Assessment expert Janet Evans recently used the phrase ‘mid-life crisis’ to describe the current state of AfL.5 This provocative phrase alludes to the fact that although Assessment for Learning has been around for more than 14 years, and is now supported by a huge wealth of evidence attesting to its positive impact, it is not yet fully or properly embedded in all schools. Reflecting on the table below, why are more schools not yet at the ‘enhancing’ stage? What are the challenges preventing them from getting there?


Assessment for Learning progression table – where are you?
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So what are the challenges schools currently face surrounding AfL?




1. It may have stagnated as an issue within schools. The fact that AfL has been around for a considerable while means that, in some schools, it is no longer receiving the attention it needs to keep it a ‘live’ development priority.


2. AfL is not fully understood. It is more than just a selection of exciting classroom strategies. AfL is a philosophy based on the premise of active learning in partnership with learners. Approaches need to be personalised to suit the particular needs of pupils and this requires an understanding of the wider principles underpinning AfL.


3. AfL is loaded with its own terminology. This can be jargonistic and alienating for some teachers. Although AfL is thought to be understood in almost all English-speaking countries, there is still lots of confusion about exactly what is meant by some of the terminology, leading to confusion within the profession.


4. For AfL to be implemented effectively, teachers need to change their existing practice. This is often difficult as so much of our teaching repertoire is actually subconscious and informed by our own experiences as learners. Teachers need time and support to make meaning of AfL and this can be difficult in a busy world of competing school priorities and pressures.





These challenges contribute to one of Ofsted’s most common findings – that assessment still does not sufficiently inform teaching and learning. Furthermore, Ofsted reports often find that students are unclear about what they are learning and why.


The purpose of this book is to explore these issues in more depth and to offer a range of practical strategies to help schools develop their existing practice and to ensure that assessment really is contributing to learning. The full ‘AfL meal’ is far more satisfying and effective than random grazing from the buffet. It needs to become so embedded in your classroom that you don’t even realise it’s what you do every hour, every day and every week to raise achievement.




1 Assessment Reform Group, Assessment for Learning: 10 Principles. Research-Based Principles to Guide Classroom Practice (Cambridge: University of Cambridge School of Education, 2002).


2 Position Paper on Assessment for Learning, Paper presented at the Third International Conference on Assessment for Learning, Dunedin, New Zealand, 2009.


3 Leahy, S., Lyon, C., Thompson, M. and Wiliam, D. Classroom assessment: Minute by minute, day by day. Educational Leadership. 63(3): 9–24. Available at www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/nov05/vol63/num03/


Classroom-Assessment@-Minute-by-Minute,-Day-by-Day.aspx


4 G. Stobart, Testing Times: The Uses and Abuses of Assessment (Abingdon: Routledge, 2008).


5 I used the term, ‘mid-life crisis’ to give a slightly humorous, almost visual, analogy to the idea that AfL had gone through its infancy and reached maturity but had stagnated into a ‘comfortable’ set of routine, formulaic teacher strategies.


So ‘mid-life’ was self-explanatory but I wanted ‘crisis’ to indicate the severity of this implication and the need to take action to change. I invited Gordon Stobart to give a key note there as I’d heard him present at the AAIA [Association for Achievement and Improvement through Assessment] conference (September 2010) using the same phrase of ‘a mid-life crisis’ so I explained how it had resonated with me. (Janet Evans, AfL and Teaching and Learning Consultant, personal communication, 2012)






















Chapter 2


Sharing Learning Intentions







If you don’t know where you are going, how will you know when you have arrived?


Lewis Carroll







8 Schools Project: Key message 1


Fundamental to AfL is that pupils have a clear understanding of what they are trying to learn (learning objectives), how they can recognise achievement (learning outcomes), what ‘good’ looks like (success criteria) and why they are learning this in the first place (that is, the big picture, sometimes linked to personal curricular targets).1





Sharing learning intentions is all about letting pupils ‘in on the game’; in other words, giving them access to the bigger picture. They need to understand not just what is being learned but also to have some sense of why. There is still a lot of confusion around the different terms, especially the difference between ‘intentions’, ‘objectives’ and ‘outcomes’. Whatever words you use the main message is that your learners understand what learning you hope to achieve together so that they can feel motivated and clear about your high expectations. Key message 1 from the 8 Schools Project Report is very useful for clarifying the difference for both staff and pupils. This chapter will focus specifically on the crucial role of learning objectives.


An anecdote I often share tells the story of the well-intentioned teacher who, during a departmental meeting held in a classroom, scribbled the following memo on the whiteboard: ‘Remember cakes for Jean’s birthday on Wednesday’. Imagine her surprise when, the following morning, 32 bright Year 8 pupils copied this verbatim into their exercise books under the heading ‘learning objective’. But should she have been so surprised?


Ensure that learners understand and care about the learning objectives


Whilst many teachers claim to feel very comfortable and confident about the fact that they are sharing learning objectives with their pupils, the default model is often pupils simply copying them down. This sort of activity is typically used to ‘settle’ pupils at the start of lessons and tends to reassure teachers that they have shared the learning objectives. However, as the above anecdote illustrates rather beautifully, such copying actually involves little, if any, engagement with the learning process.


The sharing of learning objectives has, in many cases, become formulaic and Ofsted often report that many pupils do not know enough about what they are learning and cannot articulate exactly what they need to do in order to improve. Many pupils are ‘lost in a sea of learning’ – surrounded by masses of subject content but unable to navigate their way through it independently.


Another common problem with the sharing of learning intentions is the fact that objectives are often confused with outcomes. Furthermore, objectives can be jargonistic and confuse pupils with too much terminology. Conversely, they can also be diluted beyond recognition by being ‘put into pupil speak’. They are often not referred to sufficiently as a planned part of the lesson and all too frequently can become a boring chore rather than a meaningful connection to learning.


At the heart of AfL lies the desire to create genuinely independent learners who can manage their own learning. It invests them with the skills and responsibility they need to make good choices as they negotiate learning challenges. In order to do this, teachers need to make sure that learning objectives are kept ‘live’ within the lesson by activating them at key moments.


The strategies suggested in this chapter for actively sharing both objectives and success criteria have the added benefit of involving pupils in types of genuinely higher order thinking – such as analysis, classification and evaluation – at points in the lesson which might otherwise have been fairly light in terms of challenge. In other words, they are creating extra challenge for pupils and ensure that there are no lost learning opportunities within the lesson.


This is particularly important in light of the current Ofsted descriptor for outstanding teaching which states, ‘When inspectors observe teaching, they observe pupils’ learning. Good teaching, which includes high levels of expertise and subject knowledge, with the expectation that pupils will achieve well, enables pupils to acquire knowledge, deepen their understanding, and develop and consolidate skills’.2 A crucial skill would be to enable learners to reflect on the process of learning as often as possible by developing a ‘language’ for talking about how they learn. This may include subject terminology or words like reflect, evaluate, compare, contrast, remember, enquire, choose and so on, to ensure they are using a process of metacognition to stand back, think and talk about their learning.


One of the most inspirational head teachers I have met has a school mission statement which reads, quite simply, ‘To make learning irresistible’. It is fundamentally important that we deliver lessons which create an emotional hook for our learners. It was Maya Angelou who said, ‘People will forget what you said. People will forget what you did. But people will never forget how you make them feel.’3 For me, an outstanding lesson will always have something which provokes, excites, challenges or moves pupils in some way, and the sharing of learning intentions does not detract from this creative endeavour.
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Pupils continued

Most pupils make progress
in relation to the learning
objectives.

In whole-class, group or
paired discussions all
pupils develop their
thinking and learn from
each other.

Pupils are confident to
take risks by sharing
partially formed thinking
or constructively
challenging others.

Al pupils make good
progress, in relation to the
learning objectives, with
some independence.

Responses are typically
extended, demonstrate

high-level thinking and
support their views.

All pupils have an appetite
for learning: they
independently identify and
take their next steps in
learning to make good
progress.

Teacher

Lessons are planned to
learning objectives and
appropriate tasks then
identified.

‘The learning objectives
and/or learning outcomes
are shared, eg. displayed.

continues

The lesson is planned to
appropriately challenging
learning objectives (linked
to National Curriculum
standards) which focus the
teaching.
The teacher explains the
learning objectives and
outcomes and checks
pupils’ understanding.
ntinues

The lesson is planned to
appropriately challenging
learning objectives and
intended learning
outcomes using success
ariteria to scaffold
learning.

continues

Planning is informed by
an in-depth understanding
of standards and
progression in key
concepts and skills (subject
and cross-curricular).
The teaching enables each
pupil to use AfL to take
their learning forward
independently.

ontinues
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contribute.
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discussions most pupils
contribute and learn from
each other. Discussions
vemain focused.
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Al pupils have a clear
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they are trying to lean
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objectives).
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the success criteria and
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how best to improve it
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they are trying to learn
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governed.
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questioning, appropriate
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Source: The Assessment for Learning Strategy, 16-17.
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Teacher continued

Opportunities are provided
for discussion related to
learning (whole class,
group or paired).

Pupils are encouraged to
listen and learn from each
other and contribute to
discussions.

Progress, in relation to the
learning objectives, is
reviewed with the class,
eg. during the plenary.

The teacher explains what
a good learning outcome
will ‘look like' and this
relates to subject
standards.

The teacher explains the
value of what is being
learned and how it links
to past and future learning
(big picture).

The teacher relates the
tasks to the learning
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throughout the lesson.
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assesses learning and
provides specific, positive
feedback to inform next
steps.

There are opportunities for
structured whole-class and
supported group/paired
discussion.

continues

Opportunities are provided
for pupis to explore the
objectives, outcomes and
success criteria and
sometimes determine the
success criteria themselves.

Exploration of the big
picture includes links to
other aspects of the subject
and to other subjects.

Pupils are helped to use
success criteria (which
focus on fine grades of
progression in key
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identify how to take their
next steps.

Progress is regularly
reviewed with pupils, eg.
prior to the next stage of
a task.

The teaching is flexible
and responsive to pupils’
learning needs and the
progress they are making.
wntinues

The teacher routinely
explores with pupils how
they learn most effectively
and how this can be
applied.

The teacher and pupils
develop the lesson together
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needs.

Whole-class and group
dialogue is skilfully
orchestrated and supported
as an integral feature of
the lesson to accelerate
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pupils’ independence.

Teacher intervention in

discussions is minimal but
timely and in response to
aritical learning moments.






OEBPS/a_online.jpg





