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			REVIEWS

			“Teachers are eager to use education research, but no one wants to wade through dense academic prose. Happily, this book takes a different approach and provides the ‘human voice’ of leading education thinkers on key issues, and shares their insights in ways that teachers will find relevant to their practice.”

			Benjamin Riley, executive director of Deans for Impact
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			“The pairings of interviewees are brilliant and, through answering teachers’ questions in a discursive style, each chapter provides a fascinating insight that is often absent from formal papers. Wiliam and Christodoulou; Lemov and Robinson, Weinstein and Kirschner and all the others explore the territory of their expert fields in a way that will encourage all teachers and schools leaders at every career stage to engage with contemporary research and reflect on their own practice at a deep level. A great idea, executed brilliantly.” 

			Tom Sherrington, author, consultant, trainer, former Head
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			“If you are a teacher or school leader, imagine having the opportunity to ask questions about what could work in your classroom, to some leading researchers and practitioners, based on their critical engagement with research? Carl and Robin have pulled all that together for you in one book. Engagement with research and evidence is the only thing that can protect teachers from fads and trends, the myths of education. This book demonstrates how you can do that, and reduce your workload at the same time.”

			George Gilchrist, board member, Scottish Parent Teacher Council, former Headteacher
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			“I read a great many education books. I love the ones that ask the right questions to make me think and challenge my own views. BINGO! Without doubt this book focuses on the questions that we all need to answer; anyone that can influence practice in their school must read this. Quite simply this book will be a big driver to improving my school and I will never become a victim of the Abilene paradox again.”

			Vic Goddard, Head of Passmores Academy
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			“This book is marvelous. It’s all too easy for those of us fascinated by thinking, emotion, and motivation to get caught up in lovely theories about these processes. What Does It Look Like in the Classroom? brings us back to reality to focus on the classroom utility of education research, and offers practical applications for teachers and administrators.”

			Daniel T. Willingham, University of Virginia

		

	
		
			Foreword

			By David Laws, Executive Chairman, Education Policy Institute; Schools Minister 2012-2015
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			Most people would assume that education policy and practice is always – at least in richer countries – informed by rigorous evidence and testing. It seems obvious that a teaching profession would also be a learning profession – one informed by evidence of what works, and constantly evolving in the light of new evidence.

			Sadly, in our country, and indeed across the world, too much that happens in education is based on hunch, assumption and ideology.

			Governments are surprisingly reticent to base their policy actions on pilots, evidence and evaluation. They want to be seen to be ‘doing something’, rather than waiting before scaling new ideas. And an ever-critical media, which is more interested in bad news stories than in success, provides little incentive for elected politicians to commission genuinely independent evaluations of their most ambitious and expensive policy programmes.

			Meanwhile, what research there is in education must often feel to teachers as if it isn’t relevant or helpful in meeting the daily challenges which they face. Much analysis focuses on system level issues – school funding, debates over school structures, the impact of funding changes – rather than teaching practice.

			And where research does begin to seem more relevant to teachers – for example in relation to continuous professional development – this often relates to arguments about aggregate amounts of activity rather than distinguishing between good and bad practice. In England, all too little time is made available for professional development, and much of this seems to be of limited real value.

			For practitioners looking for a book that seeks to bridge the gap between research and practice, this short volume is like an oasis in the desert. In place of the model of ‘top down school improvement’, this book offers practical advice that is recognisable and useful to the classroom teacher. And instead of research that is presented in obscure and inaccessible form, this book presents the views of some of our leading educationalists in a straightforward and practical manner.

			But this book is not just about imparting a bit of good, practical advice. It invites us to reflect on core principles for teacher development and improvement. And it shows how good professional learning can not only improve pupil outcomes but reduce the current very high levels of teacher workload.

			The book advises that any intervention, policy change or new strategy must follow the asking and answering of seven key questions:

			
					What is the need for change?

					What are the potential benefits?

					What is the evidence base for it?

					What impact will it have on teacher workload?

					What effect will it have on pupil learning?

					Can a pilot be done before the initiative goes whole school?

					Who needs to be consulted to ensure successful implementation?

			

			These are excellent research and practice principles, not only for schools and for groups of teachers, but for all education policy-makers, from government level downwards.

			In the meantime, the authors have done a fine service by gathering into one readable volume the reflections of some of our most impressive education thinkers and researchers. This is a book which will be treasured by school leaders and classroom teachers – a rare volume that provides not just immediate practical advice, but a new way of thinking about the development of research-based education in our schools.

			David Laws, September 2017
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			[image: ] I can trace the idea for this book back to a single event. Some years ago I was at an education conference listening to an accomplished speaker present research on how learning occurs. The presentation was cogent, well evidenced and engaging but I was nagged by a single thought: “this is all fascinating but what does it actually look like in the classroom?” At the time I was a full time teacher in a challenging inner city school, half way through a part-time PhD in education and began to experience a curious phenomenon — the more research I read about what actually happens in the classroom, the more confused I became. How we learn is not only counterintuitive but often contradictory. As Niels Bohr reminds us, the opposite of a true statement is a false one. But the opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth.

		  As an English teacher, I was probably more comfortable with more theoretical, abstract descriptions of the classroom but as I began to read research from other fields such as cognitive psychology, I found that many of my assumptions were being challenged in a way that warranted further exploration. I was discovering that many of the things I took for granted were not standing up to scrutiny. For example, how could it be that students were engaged and focused and yet unable to remember material we had covered so enthusiastically only a week ago? Why did certain lessons go so well and yet others descend into chaos? Why was I spending more time cutting up poems and putting them in envelopes than knowing them inside out?

			Some years later, I was afforded some incredible opportunities though work and became a research lead at my school where I was fortunate enough to come into contact with a circle of people both at work and through the Festival of Education who really challenged me to reflect on my practice. From that, the nascent idea of a book that would take questions from the frontier of the classroom and put them to experts in the field began to form. One of the people with whom it was my great fortune to work with was Robin and his vision and organisational skills have been decisive in making this book happen.

			If you had told me ten years ago when I started teaching that I would be writing a book like this, I would likely have recoiled in horror. My plan back then was to teach in order to support myself writing a novel and then move to New York to be one of those pretentious aesthetes sitting in cafes tapping away at a laptop, bearing witness to what I felt at the time was the centre of the universe. (Like John Lennon, I profoundly resented not being born in Greenwich Village.) But when I walked into a classroom that first time, something happened. Talking about Shakespeare in a room to a bunch of teenagers proved to be a humbling, zoetic experience from whose bewitchment I am yet to recover.

			My view is that there is an ethical imperative to provide the best possible classroom conditions in which the students in our charge can flourish. This means rejecting what wastes time and embracing that which makes the most use of it. It’s difficult to think of another serious profession that has so wilfully discarded evidence and embraced the transient and the facile as much as education has, and while evidence cannot give us all the answers, it can at least provide us with a roadmap to avoid the dead-ends and backroads of faddism and misinformation, however well-intentioned they may be. What actually happens in a classroom is in many ways inaccessible to us but good evidence can shed light on, and bring into focus to, what once seemed uninterpretable. As the blind Gloucester says to King Lear when asked how he sees the world, “I see it feelingly.”

			@C_Hendrick
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		[image: ]  My early career was about as typical as you can get. I studied History, I became a teacher of History and branched out to add Politics, Modern Studies and EAL at summer schools. So far, so normal. My second job was in an international school in the UAE and this piqued my interest in a few things. Firstly, teaching children from across the world was intriguing as cultural differences to learning made me think more deeply about my pedagogy and pupil motivation. I had colleagues from all continents and this opened my eyes to the diversity of our profession. I also taught the International Baccalaureate, and had my first head of department roles in History and Theory of Knowledge. Leadership was also high on my professional learning agenda.

		When I moved back to the UK my new head, Sir Anthony Seldon, asked me at interview ‘what book are you working on?’ I thought he was mad. I’m a teacher, what time do I have to write a book?! However, the thought lingered as it was something I always wanted to do. I also started following a lot of blogs and expanded my reading from being mainly about subject knowledge to more on teaching and research. The only thing I’d ever really read about teaching since I began my career was Jonathan Smith’s The Learning Game. Now I was trying to read at least one good book every term. I also joined Twitter thanks to Jill Berry’s good guidance (one of many bits of sage advice she’s given me) and this exposed me to the range of debate about research and pedagogy, warts and all. I didn’t tweet very much (I’m a bit more ‘head below the parapet’ to be honest), but I did read avidly.

			The second thing that made a difference was again a bit of prodding from Anthony Seldon; get involved in initial teacher training. Through this I mentored for PGCE and NQT and then became the overall co-ordinator at my school, and when we started a Teaching School Partnership I had the chance to visit a lot of schools and see a much wider range of teaching issues. This was a brilliant experience, and I think visiting other schools remains one of the most powerful – and cost effective –  ways to advance your professional learning.

			So here I am, juggling the writing and editing of this work. Why? I’ve lost track of the days and hours I’ve spent arguing the toss with Carl Hendrick about marking, feedback, behaviour, cognitive psychology and so on. We agree about a lot, but the disagreements are more fun. I think I’ve finally caved on lesson study (Carl had Dylan Wiliam on his side, not fair), but we’ll keep arguing about everything else under the teaching sun. This book has been a quantum leap in my own development and knowledge. Interviewing what is effectively the Harlem Globetrotters of education would benefit anyone, but especially those like myself who harbour that nagging feeling of being a rookie who got this far by dint of lucky breaks and a bit of hard work. Whatever you think of it, let us know. Talking, arguing, laughing, crying, and arguing again about teaching is basically our main hobby. Feel free to join in.

			@robin_macp
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			This book is dedicated to Dr Joanna Seldon, an inspirational teacher and author, and our valued colleague and friend. 
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			Introduction
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			Karen is late for period 1. In addition to her weekly workload of teaching, marking and planning she has spent the last week reading research on what she believes will motivate her students to reach their potential and has planned a set of activities to shift her class from having a ‘fixed’ mindset to adopting the more desirable ‘growth’ mindset. The lesson includes watching a video about the plasticity of the brain, group discussions on where the students had failed in their lives and what lessons could be learned. Karen has been dedicating ten minutes a week to similar tasks over the year and the students have been engaged and receptive, and yet she has noticed a fundamental problem: none of this appears to have made any noticeable difference in their attitude to learning or grades. 

			What Karen is experiencing is a common problem facing many classroom teachers today brought about by an often gaping chasm between research and practice. We have learned more about how students learn in the past 30 years than in the previous 300 yet we still struggle how to translate that research into practical use in the classroom. We know for example that the limitations of working memory can negatively impact student learning on a range of levels from behaviour to basic misconceptions, but what practical use is that when you’re facing a tricky group of teenagers last period on a Friday? 

			In their book Inside/Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge, Marilyn Cochran Smith and Susan L. Lytle outline a fundamental problem with our profession, namely that there has been an outside-in model of knowledge creation about what effective teaching is and a top-down model of school improvement. Teachers, they claim, have effectively been passive participants in the process of what constitutes good practice, and in research terms have traditionally been mere ‘objects of study’:

			The primary knowledge source for the improvement of practice is research on classroom phenomenon that can be observed. This research has a perspective that is ‘outside-in’; in other words, it has been conducted almost exclusively by university based researchers who are outside of the day-to-day practice of schooling.1
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			In a very real sense, teachers have been given answers to questions they didn’t ask and solutions to problems that never existed. For example, planning lesson content to match the individual ‘learning style’ of students is an undertaking that has now been proved to have been a waste of time trying to solve and a sad indictment of how much time and energy has been expended on approaches with little to no evidence to support them. Much research in education is often published in obscure journals, inaccessible to classroom teachers using obtuse and unnecessarily complex language. As Orwell reminds us, ‘there are some ideas so wrong that only a very intelligent person could believe in them.’ For education research to have an impact where it matters most, it should be accessible, relevant and above all, practicable. 
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			Even where there has been good evidence, a key problem has been implementation of that evidence. This usually manifests itself in a kind of Chinese whispers effect where researchers produce high quality research but by the time it filters down to the classroom, it’s a pale imitation of its original form, devoid of any practical use. As we shall see in chapter 1, a good example of this is the way in which Dylan Wiliam’s work on formative assessment was often implemented in a way that had very little impact on student achievement and a huge impact on teacher workload. 

			Another issue is the fact that research can only tell you what has worked in the past, not necessarily what will work in the future. Bernard Loomis notes that, ‘the trouble with research is it tells you what people were thinking about yesterday, not tomorrow. It’s like driving a car using a rearview mirror.’ Just because a particular intervention proved to be effective with a group of undergraduate psychology students in California, it doesn’t mean the same approach will work with a group of eight-year-olds on a cold November morning in Liverpool. However, what we are finding out is that children are often more similar than they are different in how they learn, retain and use knowledge and what we are now beginning to gather is a series of ‘best bets’ about effective practice in the classroom. These ‘best bets’ should be part of the arsenal of every teacher in how they plan effective teaching so that they can adapt and refine their practice according to the needs of their students. Many labour under the misconception that education research is merely the latest set of stone tablets telling teachers how to teach but when used judiciously, effective research is a form of liberation which gives teachers a richer vocabulary with which to navigate the complex language of the classroom. 

			It is a travesty that despite millions being spent every year on expensive professional development, many classroom teachers still have very little agency over what happens in their own classrooms, often at the whim of whatever fad or new initiative is currently in vogue. This is compounded by the fact that a lot of education research has come from the fields of sociology and anthropology with very little practical use for the classroom teachers. However, things are changing, and we are starting to see somewhat of a groundswell of support for the use of good quality evidence in the classroom at both local and national levels where many of the hard-won insights have very real implications for teachers like Karen who want to improve their practice but simply don’t know how. 
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Note:
			
			
				
					1	Cochran Smith, M. and Lytle, Susan, L. (1992) Inside/Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge, Teachers College Press, p.6

				

			

		

	
		
			The purpose of this book

			We started with the idea of writing a book ourselves about bridging the gap, but hesitated. If the purpose was to get classroom teachers to engage with research in a meaningful way, why not get them to ask questions directly? Rather than us writing several chapters on what we think, why not link up teachers like Karen with people who really know the research in a given area? This is where being part of a teaching school partnership came in useful. We work with three strategic partners: the IoE University of Reading; the IoE London; and the Wokingham Federation of Schools. There are currently 19 schools in the alliance and their diversity is a reasonable reflection of the sector at large, covering primary and secondary, faith-based, international, maintained and private, and special needs schools. We sent out an appeal to these schools to send us questions on the areas covered in the broad chapter headings. These came in by individual email, Twitter, and then in bulk from meetings that were held by professional learning leads.

			We then had to evaluate and aggregate these questions. We had various questions all touching on a similar core theme, such as growth mindset or use of mobile phones in classes. Other questions were more niche but opened up important issues. Most appear exactly as they were asked, but where we have tweaked them it was because we thought the question would benefit from being more open, or less leading. You will be able to tell that questions come from NQTs as well as experienced teachers, and from those who have some understanding of research and those who have none. Some of the questions you will like, others you will not. We thought it was important to keep the authentic teacher voice, rather than substantially changing the line of enquiry or favouring those who already know a bit about the evidence base. What we want is for the questions to lead to open discussion and investigation, and we definitely want to avoid this just being another echo chamber.

			We then put the questions to two experts in each field. The only steer we gave them before the interview was that the audience was classroom teachers (like Karen) so if they responded with practical examples it would be highly beneficial. Each person was interviewed separately and this was deliberate. Where they agree on a given issue, you can be fairly sure that the arguments and advice are sound. Where they disagree you will see that the evidence either isn’t clear-cut, or the issue is yet to be explored fully. You will also notice that some questions have only been answered by one person, as the other interviewee preferred not to give an answer on a topic in which they did not consider themselves to be a leading authority. Suffice to say our respect for these people knows no bounds – they are honest and humble enough to wish to avoid posing as experts in a domain where they are not. Misleading teachers is the last thing that any of us wants to do, especially as a central theme of this book is to set teachers in the right direction in their pursuit of strategies that actually work.

			We have written a brief intro to each area in order to set out the core issues and frame the debate. We have consciously avoided a strictly academic approach to our writing and to our referencing. This is because we want research to be presented in a way that makes sense for frontline classroom teachers; it is definitely not a case of dumbing down. Our bibliography contains all the books that are referred to throughout the chapters, as well as a few key texts that we think are great for all teachers to read. The chapters and the questions within them are not intended to be comprehensive, but merely a starting point for debate and further enquiry. If teachers sit in their staff room at break-time and have a discussion about the answers to a question that they find intriguing then we will have fulfilled a key part of our mission statement.

			The chapter on independent learning is a little different. This is a strong area of focus at the moment and the term is highly problematic. We therefore posed the same question to all 18 interviewees and the answers are fascinating. Rather than being a nebulous concept, there are themes and principles that emerge which can be of real use to teachers. Yet there are also diverging opinions that demonstrate the need for careful reflection before schools embark on this as an overarching strategy. We hope it is not too contentious to say that we all want our pupils to leave school with the capability to be self-sustaining, lifelong learners. How to achieve this in a curriculum that builds to a crescendo of life-changing external examinations is difficult. We hope that what you read in chapter 10 gives some food for thought, not least for policy-makers.

			The final word goes to professional learning. We believe that there are some core principles to great teacher development. Firstly, teachers should have some say in what they learn rather than being forced to adopt specific targets extracted from a whole-school development plan and nothing more. Autonomy is vital if we want truly reflective practitioners with a high level of energy and morale. Secondly, good professional learning – like research – should not only improve pupil outcomes but also reduce teacher workload. We should be able to streamline what we do so that we can actually work more effectively and not expend effort on baseless initiatives. What is therefore vital is that professional learning informs and improves your practice rather than wasting your time. Thirdly, developing any serious skillset takes time and can’t just be achieved on a one-day course. To this end, most professional learning is either low-cost or free, and works best when it is spread over time and leads to tangible benefit for your pupils. This is why we love reading as a form of professional learning, be it blogs or books like this. If teachers are going to help steer the nature and purpose of research, reading is the way forward. Wouldn’t it be great if, for an inset day, your head took you to a good library?

			With this book you don’t need to read every line, or even follow it sequentially. Dip in and out as you see fit, cover the areas you are really interested in knowing more about, and then follow it up with the suggestions for wider reading. Teaching is the best profession in the world and has given us a huge amount of satisfaction. This book is, we hope, a useful contribution to the work of our fellow travellers. We hope you find it stimulating, practical, and energising. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Assessment, Marketing and Feedback
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			‘Judgement does not come suddenly; the proceedings gradually merge into the judgement’ 

			Franz Kafka, The Trial
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			When Dylan Wiliam and Paul Black wrote their seminal work on assessment, Inside the Black Box in 1998, they could have had no idea that their work would later be mangled into a set of approaches that featured compulsory copying-down of learning objectives, an obsessive collection of data in the form of summative grades and students simply knowing what level they were working at without knowing what that actually meant. At its core, formative assessment stressed the need for assessment to be something that teachers and students respond to in order to reflect and adapt their practice but in all too many cases, the ‘assessment’ in AFL became more about collecting data than improving learning outcomes. Indeed, Wiliam would later say that he should have used the term ‘responsive teaching’ rather than formative assessment.
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			A key problem with what assessment had become was the way in which it represented a final judgement as opposed to an opportunity to respond and improve. The fetish for collecting data in the form of individual grades (including sub-levels) was contrary to what Wiliam and Black originally envisioned. Later, Wiliam would reflect on this misappropriation and note that his original work had recommended that:

			feedback during learning be in the form of comments rather than grades, and many teachers took this to heart. Unfortunately, in many cases, the feedback was not particularly helpful. Typically, the feedback would focus on what was deficient about the work submitted which the students were not able to resubmit, rather than on what to do to improve their future learning. In such situations, feedback is rather like the scene in the rearview mirror rather than through the windshield. Or as Douglas Reeves once memorably observed, it’s like the difference between having a medical and a post-mortem.2

			Like many initiatives in education, a key issue is in scaling up anything that looks promising and in this regard, policy-makers have often conflated the potential benefits of formative assessment with the more easily attainable summative assessment as Daisy Christodoulou points out:

			When government get their hands on anything involving the word ‘assessment’, they want it to be about high stakes monitoring and tracking, not low stakes diagnostics. That is, the involvement of government in AfL meant that assessment in AfL went from being formative to being summative: no longer assessment for learning but assessment of learning.3

			A central problem in the area of assessment in the classroom has been in the way that teachers often confuse marking and feedback. As Wiliam points out in our discussion, there is an extraordinary amount of energy expended by teachers on marking and often very little to show for it in the way of student benefit. A set of marked books is traditionally seen as an effective proxy for good teaching but there is a lot of evidence to say that this might not be the case. Certainly students need to know where they make misconceptions or spelling errors and this also provides a useful diagnostic for teachers to inform what they will teach next, but the written comments at the end of a piece of work are often both the most time-consuming and also the most ineffective. For example, taking the following typical comments on a GCSE English essay:

			
					Try to phrase your analysis of language using more sophisticated vocabulary and phrasing.

					Try to expand on your points with more complex analysis of Macbeth’s character.

			

			This is a good example of Reeve’s ‘post-mortem’-style marking. What is more useful to the student here: receiving feedback like that or actually seeing sophisticated vocabulary, phrasing and analysis in action? It’s very difficult to be excellent if you don’t know what excellent looks like. Instead of spending large amounts of time writing comments like these (over and over again) it may well be a better use of time to get students to evaluate the best three pieces of work produced by their peers and to critically evaluate the specifics of that successful writing, comparing it with their own and refining their own practice accordingly. As Dylan Wiliam reminds us, feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor.

			Often, teachers give both a grade and comments like those above to students, hoping that they somehow improve by the time their next piece of writing comes around a week later and then berate the student when, lo and behold, they make the same mistakes again. Perhaps part of the problem here is that we have very low expectations of what students are willing to do in response to a piece of work and do not afford them the opportunity to engage in the kind of tasks that might really improve their learning.

			One of the more surprising things in many studies of feedback is not only that a lot of it has no impact, but that sometimes it can actually do damage. This can occur when feedback is given with too much frequency creating students who become too dependent on their teacher:

			Feedback that is given too frequently can lead learners to overly depend on it as an aid during practice, a reliance that is no longer afforded during later assessments of long term learning when feedback is removed.4

			Lastly, an additional point to consider is that for many students, feedback is unwanted. If you have already decided that you are simply not good at maths, then why would you want to hear any more on the matter? Here is where the contextual factors around feedback are so important; students will only act on feedback if they believe they can get better and so motivating students to believe in improvement itself becomes a key part of the challenge. As we will see later on in chapter 5, motivation is an extremely complex dynamic where if students get a sniff that you are trying to ‘motivate’ them, they will often switch off. It may motivate a student more to walk them through how to complete an equation step by step and for them to bask in the glory of that achievement, however small, than to try to motivate them by talking about effort or belief. In this way, preparing the fertile seedbed of feedback, and more importantly a response to feedback, is about a lot more than marking books and assigning grades.

			The questions we received from teachers largely reflected many of the issues outlined above in terms of how to give effective feedback in the classroom but also featured questions about larger issues such as the use of value-added data and the ways in which Assessment for Learning has been misunderstood and misused in schools. Answering these questions is the world’s foremost expert in assessment, Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus Professor of Educational Assessment at University College London and the grand-architect of Assessment for Learning, along with Daisy Christodoulou, director of education at No More Marking and author of Seven Myths about Education and Making Good Progress? The future of Assessment for Learning. 
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			What are the most effective ways of getting students to engage with and learn from feedback?
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			Dylan: I would say that the most important thing is to make the way students respond to feedback a direct task rather than just presenting feedback. So the way I describe it is to make feedback into detective work. For example, rather than saying to students, ‘If you swap these two paragraphs around the story would be better,’ you could say, ‘I think it would be better if two of these paragraphs were reversed. Find out which two you think I’m talking about.’

			So I think the important point is firstly, you have to give students a completable task in order to take the feedback on board and the second thing is you have to make them do it in front of you. I would say as a general principle, don’t ever give feedback to students unless you make the time (the next time they are in the classroom with you) for them to respond to that feedback. After all, if it’s important enough for you to give one-to-one advice to students, it’s important enough to take lesson time to respond. 
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			Daisy: I think that for students to engage with feedback and learn from it, it needs to be understandable. They have to understand what the feedback is and that might sound really obvious, but I think a lot of feedback is really hard for people to understand. My favourite example is one from Dylan Wiliam: where he once had a pupil who got feedback on their science project that said, ‘You need to be more systematic,’ and Dylan asked the pupil ‘What does that mean to you?’ and the pupil said, ‘If I had known how to be more systematic, I would have been so in the first place.’

			As Dylan went on to say, that’s the equivalent of telling an unsuccessful comedian that in order to be better he needs to tell funnier jokes. So it’s true, but is it helpful? There’s not actually much you can learn from that. One thing is you need to frame the feedback in such a way that it is something that people can learn from, and in order to do that it has to be actionable. There has to be something they can go away and do in response to it. I think giving questions as feedback and particularly giving multiple choice questions as feedback can be really good because that’s something that people can just do straight away.

			It needs to be precise, so I think it needs to hone in on a specific thing that the people have misunderstood or got wrong and focus in on that. So students need to understand it, they have to be able to take an action in response to it, and it has to be precise.
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			‘Feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor.’ How do you implement that? 
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			Dylan: An example in maths would be, rather than ticking 15 answers as correct and putting a cross beside five others, you could say to the student, ‘Five of these are wrong. You find them; you fix them.’ It is about getting into the habit of thinking about ‘What concrete task do I want the students to engage in?’ I think the important take-away here is that too many teachers focus on the purpose of feedback as changing or improving the work, whereas the major purpose of feedback should be to improve the student. If the feedback isn’t helping the student to do a better task and a better job the next time they are doing a similar task, then it is probably going to be ineffective. So rather than asking students to do corrections, for example, which is in effect asking them to improve the work, I think we need to move the focus on improving the student’s performance at some point in the future. That’s why I think it is so important that feedback is more work for the recipient than the donor.
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			Daisy: Lots of students make similar mistakes to other people in the class and to people who have done the task before, so in a lot of cases you can anticipate the kinds of things they’re going to say and therefore anticipate the kinds of feedback you should be giving. You can deal with lots of things at once, so I think the way for a teacher to cut down on their workload is to start to anticipate what’s going to be a typical response and how they’re going to respond to that. 

			For example, I was in a school the other day and there was a student who said, ‘When you climb a mountain, the teacher told me that it gets colder on the top of the mountain, but actually it should be warmer. I think it should be warmer because you’re getting closer to the sun.’ That’s a classic misconception. That child had come up with that themselves, but that is a really common misunderstanding, so it says to me that you can be identifying some of these really common misconceptions and thinking to yourself, ‘What’s the best way of responding to those?’ That’s one way a teacher can cut down on the workload, but I think in terms of them sort of upping the work or the challenge for their recipients, I think then it’s something that goes back to what I said before about the actions. Students have got to be able to take some action off the back of the feedback they’ve got. Again, the idea of a question or a multiple choice question, or doing a bit of the work, or rewriting something, it’s something that the student has to act on and have to think about. In that sense, probably the worst kind of feedback, I think, is when you get a written comment because written comments are way more work for the donors than for the recipients, because they take forever to write out written comments in each book, and yet students often just look at them and then look away and don’t do anything in response.
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			It is said that feedback is more effective when students ‘own’ it. What does this mean exactly and how is it achieved? 
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			Dylan: I think at the outset, it’s important to say that we know very little about effective feedback. There are lots of people who say feedback is the most effective intervention there is, and people often quote an effect size of 0.8 but I don’t think those things are realistic and they also ignore the studies that show considerable negative effects of feedback as well. And of course these effects may not be random. Even if feedback does, on average, improve achievement, without a better understanding of feedback, we may end up systematically giving students more of the kinds of feedback that has a negative effect on learning. More feedback could actually make learning worse.

			Ideally, owning feedback would come from the students seeking feedback. If the students don’t have a desire to improve, feedback is unwanted. If you think you can’t get any better at something then all you want to know is whether you’re good at it, and so feedback that shows you’re not as good as you thought you were is unwelcome. People often call this a growth mindset but it is actually incorrect to describe it as that because the work of Carol Dweck (who coined the term) is specifically related to intelligence, rather than ability or skills. The starting point for effective feedback is students wanting to get better at something and seeing the feedback as being helpful in directing their improvement. Students really own the feedback when they want the improvement.

			The problem in all this is that many teachers are giving their students feedback on things that the students don’t really want to get better at, or think they can’t get better at and that’s why the feedback is unwelcome. What we do about this depends on how far back in that process we want to go, but recent research by David Yeager and his colleagues in the US suggests that one particularly important element is making sure that students understand why the feedback is being given. For example, a teacher might say, ‘I am giving you this feedback because I think you can get better at this; I think you can do this.’ David Yeager calls it ‘wise feedback’. Yeager and his colleagues have shown that when teachers explain to students that critical feedback means both that ‘I have high standards’ and ‘I think you can achieve these high standards’, students had higher achievement at the end of the course and were more likely to complete high school. Just one sentence explaining to students why feedback was being given made a huge difference to their achievement. That’s the really important point – seeing feedback as being part of a system of continual improvement and then building on that by showing students how acting on the feedback causes improvement. So when students realise that when they are given feedback and they act on it and get better, then students come to believe that more feedback can lead to even more improvement. 
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			Daisy: Again, I think people just have to understand what it means and what it’s telling you to do. You had this thing back with the APP, the pupil criteria, the assessment for the pupil group where they came up with pupil-friendly statements, but even the pupil-friendly statements were not actually that easy to understand. Even if you’re saying to pupils in order to get a level four you need to be able to ‘read between the lines’, what does it mean to read between the lines? I don’t think a student can own something unless it’s clear to them what it means. I think to give feedback that’s clear, they need some understanding of the domain in order to be able to understand the feedback.

			It has to be very specific, very precise, and making sure that it’s expressed in such a way and that it’s dealing with something that the people already have some ownership of. That’s why I’d say that questions are a good response, or something that is following up very immediately on something that people have just done. It’s something they can act on instantly.
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			Marking is probably the most time-expensive task any teacher can do. What strategies have you got to speed up the process and make the feedback more useful?
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			Dylan: Yeah you are absolutely right. I once estimated that, if you price teachers’ time appropriately, in England we spend about two and a half billion pounds a year on feedback and it has almost no effect on student achievement. In terms of what we do about this, I would say first of all, headteachers should lay down clear expectation to parents and say things like, ‘We are not going to give detailed feedback on more than 25% of what your child does. The reason for that is not because we’re lazy. It’s because there are better uses we could make of that time. We could mark everything your child does, but that would lead to lower quality teaching and then your child will learn less.’ Heads have to establish those cultural norms. If a teacher is marking everything your child does, it’s bad teaching. It is using time in a way that does not have the greatest benefit for students.

			I recommend what I call ‘four quarters marking’. I think that teachers should mark in detail 25% of what students do, should skim another 25%, students should then self-assess about 25% with teachers monitoring the quality of that and finally, peer assessment should be the other 25%. It’s a sort of balanced diet of different kinds of marking and assessment.
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			One particular problem with feedback, especially in maths and science, is that teachers often find it difficult to give good feedback to students for the very simple reason that the tasks they gave the students to do did not effectively provide the teacher with any insights into the students’ learning. If all you discover in giving students a mathematics exercise is that they couldn’t do it, then it’s no wonder that it’s difficult to figure out what to say to the student. The reason you aren’t able to give feedback is because you didn’t design the task in a way that illuminated aspects of that student’s thinking.

			What this means is that the starting point for effective feedback is asking the right questions in the first place. English teachers never have any difficulty in feeding back to students about how their work could be improved, because the tasks they set are generally so rich, they almost always reveal something about the students’ capabilities. I think we have to get into the habit of setting maths and science tasks in the same way – so that the task elicits evidence of the students’ strengths and weaknesses, which then begins a dialogue with the student. Then, of course, it is essential to ensure that the students act on feedback in some way. I would say, in general terms – and school leaders don’t say this often enough in my opinion – I think teachers should be spending twice as much time planning teaching as they do marking. However much time you have available, spend twice as much time planning teaching as you do marking. Then, make marking consequential, and focused on improving the student, not improving the work.
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			Daisy: I think the first thing to recognise is we’ve got into a bit of a situation where we think that feedback and marking are the same thing and actually they’re not. There’s lots of different ways to give feedback that don’t involve marking, and a lot of marking isn’t good feedback, and you’re absolutely right, it is probably the most time expensive task. Even just to write, ‘Well done, you have done well,’ on 30 sets of books takes an awful lot of time.

			I think there’s a couple of ways you can cut down on it. One way is actually reducing the written comments, and I don’t think you lose much by reducing written comments because I think too often they are just in that field of ‘You need to be more systematic’ type comments. Often, they’re not actually very helpful, so I think cutting down on the written comment is a start. There are a few strategies I’m seeing a lot of schools using at the moment and if I pick three that I see that are really useful, I think one would be whole-class feedback, so instead of the teacher marking the books and writing a comment at the bottom of each one, scribbling comments all over the essay, the teacher reads the set of books and as they’re reading they take notes on how the whole class have responded. Then in the next lesson they respond to the most frequent things that came up and maybe then also pick out one pupil’s work, to really praise and kind of individualise that, show the whole class, and pick out another pupil who they’re going to work with individually if that pupil is struggling. I think whole-class feedback where you’re reading the books  without writing on them but responding to common misconceptions is really effective. 

			I like also the idea of using VLOOKUPs on Excel and mail merge. They can be a little bit time consuming to set up, but once you have you’re able to identify particularly the codes that the people are struggling with, and immediately. This is a feature on Excel where you can essentially come up with some notes and personalised feedback that doesn’t involve you writing out the same thing over and over again.

			The other thing that I think can work is responses that are questions, or multiple choice questions. Again, maybe a little bit similar to the VLOOKUP idea, but the idea that you’ve maybe got a bank of say five or ten questions, and depending on how people have answered in their question, you assign them one of those five questions based on their responses. One of those multiple choice questions might be a more advanced extension one if they’ve got everything right, and one might be targeting a common misconception. That’s something that you can set up in advance and reuse and reuse and reuse and it doesn’t involve you writing lengthy comments at the bottom of people’s work.
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			I’ve heard a lot about the power of the testing effect. How can I best harness it?
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			Dylan: The testing effect is powerful and it seems to be fairly robust. The main benefit of testing is that you get practice at retrieving things from memory, as Robert Bjork has shown. When you retrieve things from memory successfully, that improves how well you know something. Relearning something or restudying is beneficial, but recalling it successfully yourself – ie retrieving it – is more effective than restudying it. Practice testing, regular practice testing, is beneficial to learning. The problem, of course, is that people think our students are tested enough as it is. To get around this, what I suggest is we should do different kinds of testing. The idea is that students should do regular tests, once a week maybe, certainly once every two weeks, where students are tested on what they’ve been learning. Then, the students are given the answers and mark their own work and don’t even tell the teacher unless they want to. The best person to mark a test is the person who just took it.
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			There’s two benefits here. One is the retrieval practice that you get when you actually sit down and do the test and the other is a psychological phenomenon called the hypercorrection effect. When you find out that something you thought was correct is in fact incorrect, the more confident you are that you are correct, the bigger the improvement in the change to your thinking. As I said, students don’t get any extra benefit from testing when a teacher records a score in a mark book. The benefits of testing come from retrieval practice and hypercorrection and that’s why the best person to mark a test is the person who just took it. So more testing and less marking.
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			Daisy: I think you need to identify the key things you want people to remember. What are those key things, and then test people on it repeatedly and space out that testing. An example I always give is a unit on A Midsummer Night’s Dream. There is a part of the play that is really interesting and which is not straightforward, and we do a lot of testing on are questions like who loves who, and who is whose father, and who is whose lover, and who hates who etc. We do a lot of testing of that in our English Mastery unit here at Ark so it’s the idea that in order to get them to remember those key things about the plot you keep testing them on it. When you repeat the testing, the effects of recalling something from memory is to say to pupils ‘Who is Hermia in love with at the start of Midsummer Night’s Dream?’ the effect of struggling to remember the name Lysander actually helps to solidify that fact in long-term memory. I think identifying what are the key things you want them to remember and then spacing out that fact across time is really powerful.

			I think also there’s a real thing here where pupils can benefit from being told about the testing effect, particularly pupils who are coming up for revision, because I think there’s a lot of research that the type of revision most people do is they reread the text and highlight it, and often this is not effective for revision. So if you tell pupils about the testing effect and tell them they need to self-quiz and test themselves, that is really helpful as well.
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			What are the benefits of using value-added data and where does it fall short when analysing student progress? 
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			Dylan: The trouble with value-added data is most people don’t understand how unreliable it is, and I’m using the term unreliable in the technical psychometric sense here. Any score, any test result, has a degree of unreliability. When you are calculating a value-added score, you’re subtracting one unreliable number from another unreliable number and so the difference in scores is extremely unreliable – almost random at the level of the individual student. So what people don’t like to hear but is actually psychometrically, demonstrably true, is that value-added measures on individual students are just about useless. They have almost no reliability. They’re just basically noise. Progress measures for individual students are just not worth having, they’re just a waste of time.
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