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1
Introduction
The education system in Britain is currently dominated by measurement and summative assessment (Hargreaves 2005).  There is a great amount of research (Harlen 2005, Clarke 2005, Butler 1988, Black 2001, ARG 1999, Black and Wiliam 2003) suggesting that this does little to promote learning and may actively inhibit it and that to develop students as learners, schools need to introduce Assessment for Learning (AfL) and formative assessment strategies. This creates tensions for teachers exhorted to deliver child-centred learning, focusing on the needs of individual students and to integrate AfL into their teaching and learning, whilst head teachers and regulatory authorities are putting pressure on them to deliver ever better results on national tests and qualifications.  Broadfoot and Black (2004) assert that:

“conflicts with the requirements of concurrent summative assessments are bound to inhibit and even frustrate.”
This paper explores how we have reached this position and how these tensions cause difficulties for teachers, students and parents.  It describes what is meant by AfL and discusses two of its key elements; self-assessment and peer-assessment.

It is important to take into account ethical issues when assessing students.  Assessment methods and outcomes must be valid and reliable and this paper discusses the problems this can cause.
To support the assertions made in this paper, the author draws on a wide range of research and personal observations in three secondary schools in NW England.
2
Why is summative assessment predominant in British education?
In the 1980’s there was a backlash against the ‘progressive’ educational methods developed in the 1970’s and successive governments sought to increase their control over schools and the curriculum, culminating in the 1988 Education Reform Act.  This involved the introduction of the National Curriculum, tests and school performance league tables.  
Lindsay and Desforges (1998) describe the public’s view in the 1980s that schools had become places where children could do what they liked and that there was no consistency of standards.  Although this view was not borne out by school inspectors, it still remained a commonly held belief, especially in the media.  They suggest that this led governments to tighten regulation, testing and reporting through SATs, league tables and much closer control over the programmes of study across all key stages.  

The reforms were supposed to allow parents to make informed choices about the quality of schools and raise standards.  In practice, schools reacted to this by training their students to do well on the tests in order to maximise their position in the league tables.  Gipps (1994) describes the ethics of this approach and takes the view that:

“Teaching directly to the tests can be seen as ‘unethical’ if:

· it improves scores but not performance on the underlying construct;
· in an accountability setting if some schools/teachers do it and others do not.”

Clarke (2001) asserts that:  

“By 1997, the assessment emphasis from the Government…was quite clearly focussed on summative assessment.”

Harlen (2005) discusses the impact of ‘high-stakes’ tests and asserts that they lead to:
· teachers focussing on the content of the tests;

· frequent administration of practice tests;

· training students in answering test questions;
· a ‘transmission’ teaching style.

The ‘best’ schools (highest in league tables) attract the most able students and because they are over-subscribed, use covert selection to ensure that they cream off the highest achievers.  At the other end of the spectrum, the ‘sink schools’ are undersubscribed and under threat of closure and scrabble around for students to make up their numbers and inevitably end up with many low-achieving students.  Thus the prophecy becomes self-fulfilling and the high achieving schools continue to excel and attract the ‘best’ staff and highest funding whilst other schools continue to ‘fail’ and struggle to attract students, staff and funds.
In recent years, the government has attempted to address this by introducing the concept of ‘value-added’ where schools are judged on the extent to which students have improved their performance during the time they have been in the school.  Whilst this has been helpful in showing that some schools with ‘poor’ top-line results have actually done very well, it has also been open to manipulation.  There is anecdotal evidence from the letters pages of teaching magazines that primary schools in particular are prepared to depress their KS1 levels and boost their KS2 levels to show high value-added between Years 2 and 6.  Wiliam (2003) asserts that schools have also increased their emphasis on the core (reported) subjects, at the expense of other important curriculum activities. 
However, Black (2001) states that teaching to the tests does not, in fact, lead to improved performance and so these efforts may in fact be misguided:

“There is research evidence that pupils whose teaching is directly aimed at test performance do no better on the tests than those taught with an emphasis on understanding.”

Some educational researchers, notably, Shirley Clarke and the members of the ARG believe that the pendulum has swung too far in favour of summative assessment and that this has had a negative effect on educational achievement:
“Throughout the 1990’s, evidence was accumulating of the detrimental effect of frequent testing on students’ enjoyment of school, their willingness to learn, other than for the purposes of passing tests or examinations and their understanding of the process of learning.” (Harlen 2005)
Wiliam (2003) is particularly scathing of the current regime describing it as being based on “incoherent and misguided policies”.

The alternative approach to this summative-dominated regime, is to introduce AfL that stresses formative assessment and individual learning.
3
What is Assessment for Learning?
“Assessment for Learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students’ learning.  It thus differs from assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying competence.” (Black et al 2004)

This is encapsulated in the ARG (2002) ‘spectrum’ diagram that highlights the “10 principles of AfL” (Appendix 6).  This section explores the most important of these principles and how they can be incorporated into a teaching and learning strategy.
An integrated AfL strategy will include formative assessment at its heart, but should also include elements of summative assessment.  “Assessment is not one thing: it manifests itself as a wealth of different strategies and products” Clarke (1998).  Harlen (2005) reinforces this view in his study of the use of summative assessment, in particular that assessment “involves making decisions about what is relevant evidence for a particular purpose.”

3.1
Summative Assessment

Summative assessment (Assessment of Learning) is the process by which students’ work is given marks or grades, enabling comparison with other students and national averages.  It is used extensively in schools and forms the heart of the reporting process used by the Government to grade schools’ performance.  
In order for it to be successful, there must be common criteria so that the levels and grades have the same meaning for all students and schools (Harlen 2005).  It has become so much part of the education culture that students expect to see a grade on their work and, in the author’s experience, are surprised and sometimes disappointed when one is not given.
Essentially, summative assessment is a one-way process that is done to students.  They are not involved in the process other than as recipients of the grade or mark.  Consequently, they find out how they did on the piece of work, but little about how to improve subsequent pieces of work.  In a pure summative assessment-based environment, the focus of the teaching is on performance goals rather than learning goals.  The teaching need not focus on the ‘why’ in order to be successful (Clarke 1998).  In addition, a purely summative assessment-based regime conceals “irregularities and variability” and fails to “tell all that is known about the student’s performance or abilities.” (Rowntree 1998).
Summative assessment can lead to students becoming overly competitive:
“Pupils with performance goals are generally motivated to complete tasks so they obtain good marks and look competent in comparison with their peers. (Cowie 2005).
“Grading tends to emphasise competition rather than personal improvement.”  (Black at al 2004).

However, in the author’s experience, confirmed by Black et al (2003), students and their parents want to know how they are doing and view grades and marks as the best way to measure progress.  If we are to move away from this traditional view of assessment, we shall need to educate students and parents of the benefits of a largely formative assessment regime.

Summative assessment is often linked to reward schemes in which students are given merits for good work that lead to tangible awards.  Clarke (2001) is highly critical of this ‘sticker-culture’ that is so widespread in schools.  She asserts that students become focused on collecting the rewards rather than being motivated by the achievement of learning objectives.  

However, one needs to be careful about removing entirely the competitive element from schools since one of the key roles of education is to prepare students for the competitive outside world.  As Sykes (1996) points out:

“Your school may have done away with winners and losers, but life has not.  In some schools, they have abolished failing grades and they’ll give you as many times as you want to get the right answer.  This doesn’t bear the slightest resemblance to anything in real life.”

If taken too far, the elimination of the competitive elements from school and the removal of grades exposes the whole system to ridicule as was evident from the press reaction to the motion at the PAT Conference (PAT 2005) that students whose work was below the pass criteria had not “failed”, they had merely “deferred their success”.
3.2
Assessment for Learning

Most of the definitions of AfL agree that its primary objective is to provide feedback for students to help them improve their work and that teachers should use it to guide their lesson planning (DfES 2004a).  This generally involves the following:

· sharing learning objectives between teachers and students;

· helping students to understand their targets;

· providing students with feedback to understand what they need to improve;

· reviewing and reflecting on students’ performance and progress;
· self-assessment and peer-assessment.  (QCA 2003)

AfL involves a range of assessment methods including observing students, asking questions, listening, assessing pieces of work, and administering tests (AAIA 2003).  

Figure 1 shows a definition of AfL adapted from the DfES (2004b).  It shows that AfL is a cyclic process in which assessment, target-setting and teaching and learning are integrated to deliver the objective of continuous improvement in students’ learning and attainment.

Black and Wiliam (1998b) make the point that, “for assessment to be formative, the feedback has to be used.”  This means that teachers must make time in lessons for students to process the feedback and then use it to improve their work.
One of the contentious aspects of formative assessment is that it stresses effort over ability as the primary measure of success (Clarke 2005).  To be successful, a student must simply make progress in their understanding of a subject rather than achieve a particular grade.  In other words they are competing against themselves rather than against their peers.  This ipsative view of assessment is not without challenge from many parts of the popular media who believe that if left unchecked, it will lead to a return to the ‘progressive’ education of the 1970s.  Consequently, it is important that schools are sensitive to this potential interpretation and make it clear to students and parents that AfL is designed to raise standards of teaching and learning and that in many cases it also improves students’ performance in summative tests.  
The improvement in performance is borne out by the work done by Butler (1988) who showed that students who received only comments on their work made gains in exam performance whereas those students who received simply grades or a combination of grades and comments made no such gains.
3.3
How does AfL help student learning?

“Where pupils receive good constructive feedback...they respond well and their motivation improves.” (OFSTED 2003).

Harlen 2005 asserts that at its best, AfL:

· provides non-judgemental feedback to help students assess their progress towards learning goals;

· shares with students the goals of assessment;

· informs teachers about their students;

· places less emphasis on comparisons between students and more emphasis on individual development;
· stresses learning goals rather than achievement goals.
Smith (1996) describes a model where students work in groups to determine how they will be assessed on each course.  They negotiate these criteria with the teacher and the outcome is an agreed set of assessment measures.  The students and their teacher assess their performance using these criteria.  In order to do this, the teacher must share the learning objectives with the students.
Clarke (1998) also recommends that students should be involved in setting the assessment criteria.  “Ask the children, ‘How will I know that you have achieved that?’”.  
These approaches should enable students to feel more involved in their own learning and understand better the success criteria, since they themselves have helped to define them.

3.4
Self-assessment

Self-assessment is a way of helping students to reflect upon whether they have met their learning objectives and to assess their progress towards becoming more independent learners.  Harlen (1996) stresses the “important role that pupils have to play in their own assessment”.  When done well and consistently it is a powerful learning tool which, as Dann (2002) describes, can become “part of the process of learning rather than being one way of measuring it”.  
Clarke (2005) suggests that self-assessment should become central to the AfL strategy:
“so that reflection, pride in success, modification and improvement become a natural part of the process of learning.”

According to Smith (1996), self-assessment promotes:

· increased motivation;

· learner responsibility;

· learner independence;

· metacognitive awareness.

The ability to reflect upon one’s work and learning is an important skill for life and a successful career.  This is embodied by the Japanese principle of “kaizen” (continuous improvement) described by Peters and Waterman (2004) and it is important that students are taught this skill and given plenty of opportunities to practise and improve it.  
Gipps (1994) describes the demands from the commercial sector for differently skilled school-leavers:  
“In many industrialised countries, the call is the same, for workers…who can…be flexible, adaptive learners.

However, there can be problems with using self-assessment as the author has observed with KS3 ICT classes:

· students find assessing their own work difficult and when asked how they could improve it, they often refer to how they could improve their behaviour or pay more attention in class;

· most students believe that they have done their best, but often grade their work at a lower level than it merits (confirmed by Race 2001);
· they need help to understand the criteria by which they should assess their work (confirmed by Black (1997).  In some instances, the author has used ‘pupil record sheets’ (Appendix 4) to assist students in focusing their self-assessment.
Despite this, some students do it very well and use it as a way of demonstrating that they understand concepts even when they have not managed to complete the practical work in class.

3.5
Peer-assessment
Peer-assessment is another important element of a successful AfL strategy.  It acts as a motivator to complete work as students are less likely to want to let down their peers even if they are, in the author’s experience, quite happy to let down the teacher by not completing work.  It exposes students to examples of good quality work and approaches that they may not have considered themselves.  
As Race (2001) says, “When you give feedback to fellow students and explain things to them, guess who’s learning most?”  It also promotes social and collaborative skills and allows teachers to observe students discussing their work.
Clarke (2005) provides a useful definition of peer-assessment:

“(It) can involve a few minutes of students helping each other to improve their work or a more lengthy process of reading whole pieces and analysing them more fully.”

However, peer-assessment is not easy to implement.  It takes time to develop and practise the skills required and students need guidance from their teachers in order to do it effectively.  In particular, students need to be steered away from their natural inclination to simply point out what they don’t like about a piece of work, or what is ‘wrong’ with it.  
One approach that seeks to overcome this problem is to use a ‘two stars and a wish’ form (Fall 2001) that can also be used for self-assessment (Appendix 2).  The author has developed a peer-assessment checklist for KS3 ICT classes that mirrors this concept and also lists the criteria against which the students should assess their peer’s work (Appendix 3).  This helps to focus peer-assessment into the areas that are important to the learning objectives and structures students’ responses.  It is particularly useful when the students are new to the concept of peer-assessment.
Several studies have described the benefits of peer-assessment as part of the AfL strategy.  Cowie (2005) reported that students in her study found it extremely helpful:

“Help from peers was seen as important by all pupils, and as more useful than help from teachers by most.”

She attributes this to the use of understandable language and the fact that their response partner was always available when often the teacher was busy with other students.

Hodgen and Marshall (2005) assert that lessons are formative in nature when, “pupils engage with each other through peer feedback in order to progress.”

In using peer-assessment in KS3 ICT lessons, the author has observed the following student behaviour:

· the quality of assessment varies between students;

· students improve the quality of their comments as they become more familiar with the process;

· some students get very defensive about having their work ‘criticised’ by others (observed by Pope 2005);
· students get ideas from the work they review and incorporate them into their own work;
· some students will try to have their work reviewed by particular partners whom they respect and trust.

3.6
Ethics
Any assessment strategy must take serious consideration of ethical issues.  Teachers have to be aware that for some students, any kind of assessment can cause great anxiety, particularly if it is done in front of other students.  Consequently, a key element of formative assessment should be to raise pupil motivation and self-esteem, “Raising expectations must go hand-in-hand with raising self-esteem.”  (Clarke 1998).  This is not simply a case of handing out praise or simple comments such as ‘well done’, or ‘good effort’.  Cowie (2005) illustrates this point in her study of secondary science students who considered such evaluative comments to be of limited value.  They needed to know “why their work was ‘very good’”.  

One must also consider the emotional maturity of the students and the general classroom climate (Sutton 1995).  Unless students are able to give constructive feedback, the whole process can become overly critical and ‘nit-picking’ leading to demotivation not just with assessment but the whole education process.  She highlights the following concerns:

· students who are young or lack confidence may be intimidated by one-to-one feedback and may prefer to have written comments on their work;

· students may be nervous about having their work looked at by ‘cleverer’ peers who may make fun of its shortcomings. This can be overcome by ensuring that ‘response partners’ are of similar ability and work well together (Clarke 2005).
Cowie (2005) described that students wanted more one-to-one interaction with their teachers to ask questions without fear of exposing their perceived shortcomings to their peers.  Some of the students’ concerns about asking questions in front of the whole class included:

· “fear of being labelled ‘dumb’, ‘stupid’ and/or ‘slow’”;

· “worried that their questions would disclose a lack of understanding”;
· “everyone one else understands it and I don’t”.

To overcome this, the teacher must promote an atmosphere of trust and respect in the classroom and reinforce this with their own conduct and body-language.  The DfES (2004c) describes this as students feeling “unthreatened, secure, sage and valued.
It might help to introduce a ‘peer-review contract’ (Clarke 2005) that requires:

· respect for other students’ work;

· assessment of the learning objectives only;

· positive comments about the good parts of the work;

· students to listen to the advice;

· suggestions to be clear and helpful;
· students to be fair to each other.

4
Delivering an integrated AfL strategy
4.1
Integrated assessment

Like most educational strategies, AfL should be a multi-faceted approach incorporating the continuous improvement aspects of formative assessment with periodic summative tests.  

“The assumption is that assessment becomes fully integrated with teaching and learning and therefore becomes part of the educational process rather than a bolt-on activity.”  (Open University 1996).

The ultimate objective is that assessment is so deeply embedded within the teaching and learning strategy that it becomes part of the educational process in itself.  At that point, the holy grail of assessment as learning (Dann 2002) will have been attained.

Crooks (1998) is very clear that “evaluation tasks should be selected to suit the goals that are being assessed.”  He is critical of tests that “give greater emphasis to lower cognitive levels.”  An example of this was observed by the author where KS3 students were given a test to assess their progress in ICT (Appendix 5).  The test measured students’ ability to recall facts and did not in any way assess their higher cognitive skills.  This is an example of low-level summative testing and it is hard to see how it helped students to understand what they needed to do to improve their ICT capability.  
An integrated assessment strategy should focus on:

· helping students to gain a deep understanding of all the subjects they are studying;

· promoting metacognitive skills that are crucial in lifelong learning;
· preparing students to perform well in important public examinations and in the outside world.

Clarke (2005) argues that it is important to decide, “whether you want a performance or a learning ethos.”  The adherents of AfL would argue that it is not a case of having one thing or the other, but that when schools develop a learning ethos, they also improve their students’ performance in examinations and end-of-key-stage tests.
Russell (1996) contends that there are three desired outcomes of assessment:
· certification of individuals;

· public accountability of schools and teachers;
· direct assistance to students.

Clearly, these cannot all be achieved if the assessment regime is purely summative or purely formative.  
4.2
Problems with AfL

Riding (1990) makes the point that there is a danger that some schools claim they are using formative assessment when in fact they are simply using summative tests as benchmarks to inform teaching strategies.  He asserts that schools need to be aware that formative assessment is a completely different approach:

“Formative evaluation differs in purpose and nature from summative evaluation.  There is, however, a real danger that, all too often, while the difference in purpose and timing may be recognised, the difference in nature may not.”

It is very important that all the stake-holders (teachers, parents and students) are aware of the purpose of implementing AfL.  Sutton (1995) describes a situation in which she asked a student why their teacher asked them to mark their own work, and received the following response:  “Because the teacher can’t be bothered to mark it himself.”  As she points out, “Presumably, that’s what the child had told his parents too.”   Parents need to understand that AfL is designed to raise standards, not give teachers an easy life.
Teachers can become anxious about what they can see as giving over control of the classroom to the students.  Sutton (1995) sums this up as:

“Keeping control of the assessment process is a way of keeping control of the students, and loss of control is to be avoided at all costs.”

4.3
Suggested approach

In Year 9 ICT classes, the author has developed an approach to assessment that seeks to integrate the best of formative and summative assessment.  Its principle objectives are to ensure that the students:

· achieve the maximum NC KS3 level in ICT of which they are capable;

· are prepared for the KS4 examination courses;

· learn about the systems lifecycle and gain a high level of ICT capability.

The Year 9 scheme of work is based on a charity concert and students design and implement various systems to support the event.  They are formatively assessed during each unit through:

· classroom questioning (one-to-one, in pairs and groups);

· working in pairs to respond to statements that they have to support or refute.  For example, ‘it’s pointless to design systems, just get on and build them’;

· verbal and written feedback on each stage of the systems lifecycle as they build their systems;

· self-assessment of their work during the process and at the end of each unit, using the PQE (Point Quote Explain) principle proposed by Clarke (2005) and a self-assessment sheet that is attached to their work (Appendix 1);

· peer-assessment of their systems during testing;
· written feedback on their final reports.

The end-of-unit reports are also summatively assessed by being given NC levels.  These levels are combined to determine their KS3 NC level in ICT.

This approach has proved to be successful as most students improved the quality of their work and their understanding of the processes involved.  This tends to confirm the view of Clarke (2005) who states that:
“Many studies have shown that work marked ‘by comment only’, with grades given only at the end of units, increases motivation and achievement.”

Furthermore, Black and Wiliam (1998a) found that at least 20 independent studies demonstrated that introducing formative assessment produced “significant and often substantial learning gains.”

5
Conclusion

It seems clear from the research analysed for this paper that the implementation of AfL is important in raising school standards and providing students with more useful and fulfilling educational experiences.  It also appears to be the case that schools are not currently doing it very well, as the ARG (1991) reports, OFSTED believes that:

“assessment to help pupils learn is one of the weakest aspects of practice in classrooms across the UK.”

However, formative assessment is not the ‘magic bullet’ that will, on its own, solve all the problems.  Articles from members of the ARG appear to have drawn back to some extent from their black-and-white view of summative, bad; formative, good, and many other researchers in this area promote the view that an integrated approach to AfL is most likely to deliver the greatest benefits:
“We need summative and formative assessment…because they both fulfil different, parallel purposes.”  Clarke (2001).

The author’s personal experience is that an integrated approach does fulfil the dual objectives of increasing students’ capability and understanding as well as enabling them to achieve high levels at the end of KS3.

However, if teachers are to introduce AfL successfully into their everyday teaching, they will need support and training:

“Formative and diagnostic teacher assessment is sorely in need of support, a major reason being the political pre-occupation with summative measures.”  (Russell 1996).
Sutton (1995) suggests that the anxieties and problems associated with its implementation can be overcome by adopting a step-by-step approach that is consistent across all subjects and ages.  Clarke (2005) suggests that for some teachers it will require, “a re-evaluation of how they teach and how they perceive students learn”.
Teachers might do well to remember that the word ‘assessment’ derives from the Latin ‘assidere’, meaning ‘to sit with or beside’.  At its best, assessment is personal, individual and face-to-face, assuming that time can be found in the packed curriculum to do it.
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Appendices

Appendix 1
Self-assessment Sheet

This is an example of a self-assessment sheet used by the author in all KS3 ICT classes for end-of-unit assignments.
[image: image1.jpg]ICT Department ‘w,é

Assessment for Learning Sheet

Student Name Year

Task i KS3 Level

15 this work Above(ATYOn Target(OT)/Below Target (BT)

Grade Descriptors

A*  work produced is of an outstanding standard

A waork is completed to a high standard

B work is completed to a very good standard

B/C work is completed to a good standard but there is room for improvement
€ has acquired some knowledge and understanding ,but work is incomplete

D some basic knowledge achieved but work is incomplete, with very little effort

Teacher evaluation

Self Assessment
Did you meet the purpose ?
Did it satisfy the audience ?

How could you improve the work?

Student Signature Staff Signature

MDate Work completed on Time Y/N






Appendix 2
Two stars and a wish
	Stars or compliment (Tell two things that you did well in this piece of work)



	1.



	2.



	Wish or improvement (Tell one thing that you wish you had done better in this work)



	1.




Source:  Fell (2001)

Appendix 3
Peer-assessment Sheet
This is an example of a peer-assessment sheet developed by the author for use with KS3 ICT classes.

[image: image2.jpg]ICT Department

Peer Assessment Sheet

Student Name:

Student Assessor Name:

Task:

TECHNOLOGY
COLLEGES

Criteria

Comments

| Good

Areas for improvement

Isit easy to
use?

Does it have
aclear
purpose?

How does it
meet user
requirements

| Is it well laid
out?

Eas;};
understand

l

[ What changes will you make to your work as a result of this assessment?





Appendix 4
Key Stage 3 ICT Pupil Record Sheets

These are examples of sheets issued by an LEA to assist students in assessing their progress in the Key Stage 3 ICT National Strategy units.

Appendix 5
Year 8 ICT Module Test
Example of a summative assessment test used to assess students’ ICT progress in a secondary school.

Appendix 6
AfL – the ten principles


Figure 1.  What does Assessment for Learning look like? (adapted from DfES 2004b)





Types of teaching and learning





Review and reflection





Set personal learning targets





Learning Objectives





Where do you want them to be?





Knowledge of Attainment





Where are the pupils in terms of their learning?





Learning Targets





How do you know when they’ve got there?
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