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In my experience, teaching is about sensitivity and adaptation. It is about adjusting to the here-and-now circumstances of particular students. It is about making moment-by-moment decisions as a lesson or activity progresses. Things that interest some students do not interest others. Things that work one day may not work the next day. What can be done quickly with one group has to be taken very slowly with another group. What one student finds easy to understand may confuse another student. In order to navigate the complexity of the circumstances in which a teacher works, it is not possible to follow a recipe. As a teacher, you make adaptations. You must. The important question is: What adaptations do you make. You can do it by a kind of blind trial and error, but it would be much better if you knew what kinds of adaptations were needed, and why.


Graham Nuthall, The Hidden Lives of Learners.
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Introduction








Why we no longer use the term ‘formative assessment’


When René and Dominique first met in September 2015, they had both been involved in the theory and practice of formative assessment for a few years – one as a mathematics teacher and the other as a researcher in the field of assessment and curriculum design. At that time the concept of formative assessment, or assessment for learning, was still largely unknown in Dutch education. Early adopters had embraced the concept around 2012, and by 2015 there was a cautious but growing interest in this ‘new’ perspective on assessment.


Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam wrote their seminal and very successful book Inside the Black Box in 1998. It took the Netherlands more than 15 years to make classroom assessment a sustainable theme in school development. While the Dutch system may have been slow to adopt these ideas, we also believe that it is currently amongst the frontrunners in the conceptualisation of formative assessment, and the design of effective programs for professional development in this area.


To contribute to the ongoing international discussion of the subject, we have decided to translate our Dutch book on formative action, and we hope that teachers, school leaders, researchers and other education professionals will find our insights valuable and useful.


This introduction will briefly outline the three key messages we would like to address in this book (and can be regarded as lessons we have learned from previous work and research on formative assessment): Language matters, formative action is a process, and this process should be embedded in a coherent curriculum design.







Language matters


The success of Inside the Black Box ensured that schools and policy makers in the United Kingdom fully embraced formative assessment, and many teachers and researchers in other countries followed. Even though the reception was one of enthusiasm, the implementation was less successful. This struggle was documented in 2016 in an international collection edited by Linda Allal and Dany Laveault, titled Assessment for Learning: Meeting the challenge of implementation.


One of the most important reasons why the implementation of formative assessment often fails is that teachers understand the concept incorrectly in a variety of ways. A commonly recurring misconception is that formative assessment is a kind of testing; one which requires grades to be replaced by feedback. Many of these problems originate from implicit assumptions about the word assessment (e.g. in ‘assessment for learning’ and ‘formative assessment’). Commonly teachers will think of an actual pen-and-paper-assessment when they hear or read those words – which of course is not at all surprising.


Teachers’ lack of understanding about the underlying principles of the concept can lead to inefficient and ineffective use of formative assessment in the classroom. Consequently, teachers can lose confidence that formative assessment will improve their students’ learning. This is regrettable, because often they will not actually have experienced ‘true’ formative assessment and seen its impact on student learning and motivation.


Given the potential for confusion around the term formative assessment and our blank slate in the Netherlands – we piloted a number of new terms and decided in 2018 to adopt formative action (Dutch: formatief handelen). With this term we were not only able to steer the thinking of teachers away from traditional views of assessment, but also crucially emphasise that acting – both by teachers and students – is at the heart of formative action. Today, ‘formative action’ is the preferred term in schools and policy circles in the Netherlands.


Our first key point is therefore simple: language matters. If a term leads to confusion and misconceptions, it is best to replace it. So, from this point, we will be using the term formative action rather than formative assessment.







Formative action is a process


A second key message is that formative action should be regarded as a process, not as an isolated activity. It is important to consciously work through the entirety of this process from start to finish in order for it to be effective. To help teachers understand which steps are essential, Oliver Caviglioli (Teaching Walkthrus) has helped us to design a new model for formative action. This model will be explained in detail in the first chapter.








From instrument to design



Formative action should be embedded in a coherent curriculum design. We have observed that teachers are inclined to take an instrumental approach to formative action – focusing on specific tools or teaching activities – without first considering their goal of function within the instructional process as a whole. We have concluded that in order to effectively apply formative action, teachers should focus on the goals of the curriculum instead of tackling isolated learning objectives in individual lessons. A teacher must be able to answer four questions: What do I want to achieve? Why is this important? How do I know if students have reached this goal? and What problems can I expect?


This has proved an important insight. Over the years we have often wondered during training sessions why only some teachers were able to incorporate our message into their work. We gave them all the tools they needed for formative action, why were they unable to put these into practice? How could it be that while some pioneering teachers managed to embed the theories we had provided them with into their daily teaching with ease, a majority of their colleagues did not?


In retrospect we have concluded that many of those pioneers had already answered our curricular questions. They had also translated the answers to these questions into a clear mental image of their goals, lesson structure, and the potential problems they might face and then incorporated these into their class and curriculum designs. However, many other teachers were unable to see these curricular goals and their interrelatedness as clearly. This, in effect, made them less able to implement formative action successfully. If you do not have a clear idea what you are trying to achieve then it is hard to measure progress towards that goal.


The third key message of this book is therefore that teachers will have to go through a design process before they can implement the formative process in their teaching practices. They will also have to consider carefully how formative action, the feedback process, and their curriculum goals interrelate (we will discuss this topic in the final chapter of this book). They will have to move from instrument to design.








Conclusion



Writing down our thoughts in books does not end our thinking. Our ideas will continue to develop, and more comprehensive ideas may even arise after publication! However, we think that the insights we have gained over the last six years are rich and useful enough to share.


Of course, we very much welcome the reader’s feedback, whether you are a teacher, a school leader, or head of department. It will make us even happier if this book motivates you to take action and to start the process of (re)designing your teaching practice. To help you take the first steps, we have created an online environment with videos, blogs, and other materials on formative action (https://www.formative-action.com).


Finally, we wish to extend our deepest gratitude to Hanneke Brouwers for her efforts in translating this book.
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Chapter 1. 
An introduction to formative action






In this chapter we discuss what formative action entails, with three examples followed by our new model. We will also show how it can contribute to motivation, better self-regulation, independence, and improved performance, as well as which principles need to be adhered to in order to ensure its effectiveness.


On paper, formative action sounds almost too good to be true. It is cheap, quick to implement in lessons, and it addresses many common educational issues. It gives a timely and accurate view of a student’s progress, helps the teacher to differentiate effectively between students and offer more personalised learning, and it promises more engaged and motivated students in lessons. In the face of such lofty claims, it is always wise to err on the side of caution, however, in our experience formative action can definitely contribute to realising all of these ambitions.


One important disclaimer is needed. This is not easy. Those who want to embed formative action into their daily educational practices need to have a clear understanding of what the concept is and what it is not. Some issues are common. Teachers and school leaders often have a clear picture of the problems that need to be fixed, but not how formative action will offer a solution, or what this will look like in their day-to-day business.


There are also several common misconceptions. We have frequently encountered the idea that formative action does not involve assigning grades. An example would be setting a diagnostic test halfway through a chapter or a week before the ‘real’ test, which the teacher will mark but which will not contribute to a final grade. A teacher doing this might spend a lot of time marking and providing feedback but wonder what the point of it all is – especially when they notice that students hardly put any effort into tests that are not summative. Another common misconception is that formative action requires a lot of feedback, especially on an individual basis. Teachers who make this mistake sometimes spend hours grading students’ work but are again unsure of the benefits. It is time-consuming, and they often feel that little is done with their feedback. A third mistake we see regularly, is the idea that formative action is the same as, or defined by, the use of particular activities or instruments (which are then called formative activities). Examples are the use of apps such as Kahoot or LessonUp, the use of a mini whiteboard, exit tickets, or activating prior knowledge at the start of a series of lessons. Although teachers who use these activities and instruments have already partly incorporated elements of formative action into their pedagogies, they see little effect, because – as closer inspection usually shows – they have overlooked critical aspects and essential steps of the process.


All of these misconceptions are problematic. After all, a teacher will always, quite rightly, weigh the benefits of any approach against its costs. These misconceptions get in the way of successful implementation and might well lead a teacher to conclude that formative action is ineffective and so abandon the approach.







What is formative action?


This book is first and foremost meant to provide clarity about formative action. Whoever wants to use this process seriously will have to understand it properly and be aware of the underlying theories and principles. This goes for both teachers and school leaders: teachers need this knowledge to be able to translate it to their own educational context; while school leaders need to make the right strategic choices within their organisation and be able to adequately engage in professional dialogue with colleagues when conducting classroom observations (Laveault, 2016).


For the sake of clarity, our discussion of formative action follows these core principles:


1 We view formative action as a pedagogical process and not as a form or part of assessment that leads to certification. Moreover, formative action should be a short-cycle process that is part of your lessons (Wiliam & Leahy, 2015).


2 Formative action is an addition to, and not a replacement of, the teacher’s daily pedagogical actions. Even a skilled teacher who has efficiently structured their classes and explains their lesson content well, can use formative action to teach even more effectively (Inspectorate of Education, 2020).


3 Formative action will work best when it is part of a thoroughly planned educational design. In this book we work from small (what does formative action mean in the different phases of a lesson?) to large (how does it tie into the broader objectives of the curriculum?).


4 Formative action is only useful and successfully implemented when it stays true to a number of scientific principles. This does not mean that we will be working within an evidence informed straitjacket, but it does mean that we would like to emphasise a number of basic evidence informed principles.







Examples of formative action


To illustrate the concept of formative action we will first give three examples drawn from recent publications.




EXAMPLE 1: Diagnostic question in mathematics


In his book How I Wish I had Taught Maths (2018), British mathematics teacher Craig Barton describes a typical process of formative action. In this example he has just explained how to calculate angles to a class, and now it is time for independent practice. However, are all of the students ready? He puts the following problem on the board and gives his students time to think for themselves for a couple of seconds.




[image: This diagram represents a diagnostic question. Two accute angles diverging from a line are illustrated: one of 30 degrees and one of 65 degrees. The obtuse angle next to the 65 degree accute angle is lablled P. The question to students reads, ‘What is the size of the angle marked with P?’ Below this question are four multiple choice answers: A (125 degrees), B (65 degrees), C (115 degrees), and D (85 degrees).]




Figure 1: Diagnostic question in mathematics


Next, he has his students vote by raising their hands. He looks around and judging by the answers he can immediately see which problems exist. Students who chose answer C can already start the assignments. Students who chose A have made a mistake in their mental arithmetic and will first have to do some maths exercises using numbers above a hundred, while those who chose B and D will briefly receive extended instruction, because they have not yet understood how to calculate angles. After the exercises and instruction he will again ask the students a question to find out whether they can now proceed independently.







EXAMPLE 2: Whole-class feedback to essays


In an extensive blog Andy @Codexterous describes how he uses formative action for writing essays (https://codexterous.home.blog/2021/07/15/defining-excellence-how-i-use-whole-class-feedback/). He has students write an essay about a topic and collects it from them afterwards. In forty minutes to an hour he goes through all of the essays and makes a note for the whole class of two excellent things, five points to improve (not necessarily for everyone), and a generic assignment for all students. In the meantime, he will use a blue marker to highlight what is already good about the essays, but without annotations.


He has developed a template for his feedback. This helps him to share his remarks in a clear and structured manner, but it also forces him to make choices. What are the most important points for improvement at this time? During their next class he returns the essays to the students and has them quietly reread their work. This reminds them exactly what they wrote and focuses their attention on what they did well. After that, he shows some examples of excellent aspects, discusses the five points of action, and introduces the generic assignment that everybody can start doing right away. The students then improve their essay in response to the whole-class conversation, the examples, what they were doing right already, and the assignment.







EXAMPLE 3: Feedback to a video-assignment


Kennedy Chan is a teacher trainer. During a lesson series he uses, science students hand in a video recording of five to ten minutes which shows them explaining a biological concept. Students work towards this output over a series of steps:


1 They record a first concept video.


2 They self-evaluate.


3 They provide each other with written feedback.


4 They come up with and negotiate the conditions that a good video has to meet.


5 They provide each other with feedback in the form of a conversation.


6 They prioritise areas of concern.


7 They draw up an improvement plan.


8 They adapt their video.


Kennedy is a strong advocate of formative action, and he sees an important role for feedback that students have generated themselves. By watching what others have done well, or perhaps even better, they form an idea of what they might be able to achieve themselves. Additionally, he believes that it is important that students provide each other with feedback and have a conversation about it. After all, written feedback can be ignored easily, whereas people who have a conversation tend to ask follow-up questions and to adopt a position. However, all of these activities are pointless if they do not use the feedback generated to formulate a plan of action that they then put to use (Winstone & Carless, 2019).










Elements of formative action


These three wide-ranging examples of formative action in practice tell us that it comes in many shapes. At the same time, each of these three examples contain the essential elements of a process of formative action:


● Cooperation and co-regulation. The process of formative action is characterised by an ongoing exchange between teachers and students. It requires the active involvement of all parties and together they shape the educational process. We refer to this concept as co-regulation.


● Purposeful collection of information. Teachers purposefully elicit information, with the intention of using it. The teacher in example 1 has predicted possible misconceptions and turned them into answer options. In example 2 writing an essay is the main goal and the students therefore produce one in order to then take steps towards improvement. Example 3 shows the creation of a first concept for a student output that demonstrates a professional skill.


● Active thinking processes lead to outputs. All students are forced to think for themselves and then to produce an output. This output could be an answer to a question (the raised hands in the first example), a written argumentative essay, a video, or indeed a performance, etc.


● Negotiation of meaning. Meaning must be attributed to the elicited information in order to act upon it. In example 1 the teacher has prepared answer options that align with and demonstrate common misconceptions, in example 2 the teacher helps his students to see how their essays can be improved, and in example 3 students help each other make better videos.


● Short-cyclic. The information that has been elicited is used during the same or the next lesson, whether it has been elaborately discussed or not. In example 1 the teacher immediately gives out follow-up assignments. In example 2 an argumentative essay is written in the first lesson which will be discussed and improved in the second lesson. In example 3 there is a long conversation about a first draft, which will lead to a list of actions that is used immediately. By doing this, the outcomes of a process of formative action will become visible instantly.


● No permanent administration or individual grading. There is no grading in the first example. The essays in the second example will not be provided with individual comments and the overview that was used is not permanent and does not hold any references to individual errors. In example 3 there is a lot of student dialogue; which generates an action-driven list. Although the teacher organises plenty, their overall role is limited.







Our model of formative action


An effective process of formative action will include all of these elements. However, simply possessing this knowledge – even with examples – is insufficient for teachers to adequately integrate the theory into their own teaching practices. To help teachers apply the theory and to better facilitate conversations between colleagues, we have developed the five-step model illustrated below.




[image: The diagram represents the five step model of formative action. Step 1 (orient & predict) is represented by a package with a map pin superimposed. Step 2 (think & generate) is represented by a learner observing and thinking. Step 3 (interpret, communicate, & decide) is represented by two dialogue boxes overlapping to produce an idea. Step 4 (informed follow up action) is represented by two cog wheels turning. Step 5 (verify, reflect, & predict) combines the icons for steps 1 & 2 so that the learner is observing, thinking about, and reflecting on the package with the map pin.]




Figure 2: The five basic steps of formative action




Step 1: Orient & predict


Formative action is a goal-oriented process. A teacher should start by doing a thorough mental orientation, asking questions such as:


● What do I want to achieve with my students?


● What knowledge and skills do students need to get there?


● What information do I need to elicit to assess whether that prerequisite knowledge is available to the students?


The teacher should also attempt to predict the problems and misconceptions that they will find. The more thoroughly this first step is undertaken the more focused the following steps in the process of formative action will be. A successful orientation & prediction should give the teacher a clear picture of when and why a process of formative action is necessary.
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