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Series foreword – Tom Sherrington

			The idea for the In Action series was developed by John Catt’s Teaching WalkThrus team after we saw how popular our Rosenshine’s Principles in Action booklets proved to be. We realised that the same approach might support teachers to access the ideas of a range of researchers, cognitive scientists and educators. A constant challenge that we wrestle with in the world of teaching and education research is the significant distance between the formulation of a set of concepts and conclusions that might be useful to teachers and the moment when a teacher uses those ideas to teach their students in a more effective manner, thereby succeeding in securing deeper or richer learning. Sometimes so much meaning is lost along that journey, through all the communication barriers that line the road, that the implementation of the idea bears no relation to the concept its originator had in mind. Sometimes it’s more powerful to hear from a teacher about how they implemented an idea than it is to read about the idea from a researcher or cognitive scientist directly – because they reduce that distance; they push some of those barriers aside. 

			In our In Action series, the authors and their collaborative partners are all teachers or school leaders close to the action in classrooms in real schools. Their strategies for translating their subjects’ work into practice bring fresh energy to a powerful set of original ideas in a way that we’re confident will support teachers with their professional learning and, ultimately, their classroom practice. In doing so, they are also paying their respects to the original researchers and their work. In education, as in so many walks of life, we are standing on the shoulders of giants. We believe that our selection of featured researchers and papers represents some of the most important work done in the field of education in recent times. 

			This In Action book is an excellent addition to the series, bringing together a powerful set of research-informed ideas and a superb teacher-communicator. Dylan Wiliam's work on formative assessment has been hugely influential across the education sector for over 25 years, sharpening our understanding of the concepts, highlighting the nature of effective feedback and the role of responsive teaching in the classroom. The 'five strategies', formulated with Siobhán Leahy, represent one of the most powerful frameworks for thinking about teaching that we have. Kate Jones was an obvious choice to ask to take this book on. Her series of books on retrieval practice has been a massive success, showcasing her considerable skill as a communicator of ideas – blending an authentic enthusiasm for teaching, a deep engagement with the research and the pragmatism that only arises from spending many years in the classroom, delivering the goods!

			As Kate explains in her introduction, this book will support teachers who have already engaged with Wiliam and Leahy's publications as well as anyone who has yet to read their work directly. Each chapter focuses on one of the five strategies, providing a rich array of practical ideas for teachers to implement in their classrooms. Finally, huge thanks to John Hattie for writing an excellent foreword for the book. He captures the spirit of the whole endeavour brilliantly, as well as making the Welsh connection that Dylan and Kate share.

		

	
		
			
Foreword by John Hattie

			We all owe a great debt to Wales. The Welsh have provided us with the equal sign, ball bearings, the microphone, mail-order shopping, the spare wheel, the breathalyser, the second-longest town name (Llanfairpwllgwyngyllgogerychwyrndrobwllllantysiliogogogoch, the first being in New Zealand: Taumatawhakatangihangakoauauotamateaturipukakapikimaungahoronukupokaiwhenuakitanatahu), great rugby teams, Dylan Wiliam, and Kate Jones. 

			I recall the time when I first appreciated the power of Dylan’s work; I was asked to write a commentary of his work as part of a special issue of the journal where ‘the black box’ research was first published. My commentary slipped into a footnote, barely mentioned, but his work along with Siobhán Leahy, Paul Black, and now many others, has changed our landscape, our ways of seeing the world, and impacted the lives of so many teachers and students. Kate Jones has done Dylan and Siobhán an honour in writing this book which makes their core notions even more accessible to a new generation.

			While Dylan and I disagree on many matters (e.g., the role of meta-analysis), our conclusions are remarkably similar – not surprising as we read, research, and critique on similar evidence bases, both work in classrooms to see and learn from the impact of ideas, and surround ourselves with the world’s best critics that helps enhance our work. Siobhán Leahy has written much on implementing these ideas, and Kate Jones just ‘loves to teach’. This book is focused on five powerful ideas, puts the focus on the impact of teaching on the learning lives of students, and asks teachers to become evaluators of their impact. The three questions that lead to these ideas are firmly learner-oriented. Where is the learning going? Where is the learner now? And, how does the learner get there? These three questions build on the resources a student brings to the class, respects the student by understanding their current learning, and uses this understanding to move forward. The five ideas beg for teachers to have high levels of clarity, to choose tasks that elicit evidence of learning and progress, to provide feedback that moves learning forward, to encourage students to collectively impact on each other, and to see students as owners of their own learning. 

			Note, the word ‘assessment’ is not used (yet), but becomes a means to understand, enact, and deliver on these big five. Note, the focus is forward-looking whereas most classes work in the ‘present’ – do and complete this work, do activities, and move with the bell on to the next set of activities. Lots of doing and, for too many students, not enough acknowledging what they already know or showing them that where this learning is leading them. Note, the high levels of expertise needed by teachers to interpret evidence of learning or not learning, requiring what can be termed as ‘evaluative thinking’ (Rickards et al, 2021). Note, it is very much the student who needs to be taught this evaluative thinking about their assessments. Too many assessments stop with the number, indicating that that work is over, with little attempt to evaluate the results for students and teachers to then optimally move forward. 

			It is great to see these five ideas anchor the book and not formative assessment. As Jones noted, formative assessment has the potential to be misunderstood, and it is sad that the word ‘assessment’ is even in the phrase as it turns most minds to testing and forgets the fundamental meaning of ‘formative’. If only the term had been ‘formative evaluation’, placing more emphasis on the interpretations that allow moving forward. It was changed from evaluation to assessment by Bloom (et al, 1971), although he still called his book The Handbook of Formative and Summative Evaluation. The striving ahead based on interpretive evidence is all summed up in their earlier definition of formative practice: ‘Practice in a classroom is formative to the extent that evidence about student achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, or their peers, to make decisions about the next steps in instruction that are likely to be better, or better founded, than the decisions they would have taken in the absence of the evidence that was elicited.’ (Black and Wiliam, 2009, p. 9)

			Students often are asked to all get on the bus, being driven by the teacher somewhere but not necessarily knowing where to, and then being asked to get off at the end of the lesson. No wonder schooling can be of little enjoyment and seen as random encounters with activities but unclear where it is all leading. Wiliam (2009) commented that if students know where they are headed, then they have more chance of arriving at the destination. Schooling should be more like getting in an Uber – the destination clear from the outset and then the focus on moving from where they are now to where they need to be, with multiple ways and times to get there. Often, we need to know we are on the right track, sometimes we need to stop for a coffee or McDonalds and it is okay if we go off track as GPS can resolve this (without telling us we are dummies), and we can sightsee on the way if we wish. But it all depends on knowing the destination. 

			Jones describes many of the misunderstandings of learning intentions and success criteria. A clear message is that teachers need to hear how students are understanding the intentions and success of the lesson. It is not enough to proclaim them, put them on the wall or smartboard, but to hear how the students are understanding what it means to be successful as they need to be the drivers towards their destination. We have found that – despite magnificent teacher success criteria – too often, students still see learning as knowing lots, emulating Siri and Alexa, and just getting the work done (no matter the quality). The clarity of knowing where you are going sensitises students to the value of assessment, feedback, peer reactions, and getting there evokes emotions of joy and fun in learning. 

			Then to ‘hear’ students’ thinking, the desirable struggles, the stops and starts are why classroom discussion is so important. It is so obvious, so why is it so absent so often? The dominant talker too often is the teacher, and the majority of their questions require three-word answers usually focused on facts. No, says Jones citing Wiliam and Leahy’s (2015) research, questions should cause thinking and propel students forward. Teachers may need to rethink themselves as model listeners, listening to how students are thinking, listening to student questions, hear where they may go off-road, and listen as students hear, understand and action feedback. Surely listening is one of the best ways to show respect for students? The insight is that unless students hear, understand, and action feedback, it is unlikely to improve their learning. 

			As Nuthall (2007) noted, most feedback students receive about their work comes from other students, and too often it is incorrect feedback that can hinder progress and engagement in the learning. Wiliam and Leahy (2015) address this directly, claiming that we need to activate students as learning resources for one another. Our recent work has focused on the skills and confidence to contribute to others and how this requires deliberate teaching and not merely putting students in groups, hoping and wishing they can teach and learn from each other. They note the importance of group goals and accountability, and we argue that it should be both individual and group goals, tasks, and accountability. What is the contribution each student is making to their own and to the group, does the task require multiple interpretations, and are students accountable for their own as well as contributions to the group performance? As noted in this book, employers are now asking for team players and students need to be taught the skills and develop the confidence to contribute to group tasks. They need to appreciate they are all ‘in the same boat’, can teach and learn from each other, and can arrive at the destination faster and more effectively together than alone. 

			All major ideas in this book lead to one major finding: students need to be deliberately taught to regulate their own learning, and so self-regulation dominates on most pages. When students learn to become their own teachers, they are less and less reliant on us. Teachers need to learn to gradually release responsibility, to slow the teaching to enhance the speed of learning, and when ‘students are owners of their own learning, all the other strategies fall into place’ (Wiliam and Leahy, 2015). This, claims Jones, is ‘the holy grail of teaching and learning’ (although Monty Python nor I ever found this grail). 

			It is a gift to have a translator to mobilise powerful research, and this book is an illustration of the high standards that we associate with the work of Wiliam, Leahy, and Jones. Enjoy. 

			John Hattie, Emeritus Laureate Professor at Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Chair of the Board of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, and author of Visible Learning
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