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Introduction

I wrote my last book, Active Learning through Formative Assessment, in 2008, with a clear vision of what I wanted it to do. I have always tried to answer the needs, as I perceive them at the time, of teachers on my courses and in my action research teams. I had, in my previous books, introduced the basic principles of formative assessment as a response to the initial confusion about it; woven the elements together in whole-lesson accounts to help teachers see how the bits fitted together; written in depth about effective feedback (as it was in 2003…) and produced a book for secondary teachers. Active Learning through Formative Assessment featured hundreds of examples across the age ranges, including nursery and special schools: exactly what teachers were telling me they needed at that point.

By 2010, I was inundated with teachers asking for copies of the videoclips in my presentations, and the idea of creating a DVD began to form. I took ten teachers from my action research teams and filmed them demonstrating formative assessment in the classroom. Gradually the successful implementation of formative assessment was becoming clearer, as a range of excellent examples was shown. Now we could see success criteria being generated across the age ranges, with talk partners, self- and peer evaluation in action with 5 year olds and 11 year olds.

Last year, although tempted to write this book then, I decided to create another DVD. ‘Lesson study’ (see Chapter 11) was becoming more significant in my thinking about staff development and I believe that video is the next best thing. I found an extraordinary Inner London teacher working in challenging circumstances whose formative assessment practice is exemplary and whose children’s achievements and test results were amazing. Any in-depth study of one excellent teacher is enough to promote in-depth thinking and discussion about how the teaching impacts the learning and lead to implications for one’s own thinking about facilitating children’s learning. Videoclips from his classroom and from other teachers are provided throughout this book, illustrating key points made.

What I have learnt from my own close observation of excellent teachers and their impact on the learning is central to my own thinking and development, and I make reference to teachers and their anecdotes and strategies throughout this book.

The rationale for the book is as usual to update the key strategies, with excellent examples, but also to introduce more whole-school development examples and issues. Most of all, this book includes more of my thoughts than I have ever included before about the often complex issues involved in formative assessment. I have learnt, and continue to learn, so much in my years of experience in this field, mainly from the hundreds of teachers in my action research teams, in discussion with them, hearing their feedback and in watching many of them and their children in action. My very own lesson study experience! I am indebted to those teachers for allowing me that privilege.

I am always surprised at how far the practical strategies to fulfil the principles of formative assessment evolve each time I write a new book, and this book contains updated thinking and examples. This time, however, there have also been some shifts about our understanding of schooling. The work of John Hattie (see Chapter 1 and throughout) has been highly significant in helping us see, through his rigorous, long-term synthesis of research findings, what we have been wasting our time with and what really matters. Top of the list of effect-sizes is of course formative assessment – the single most important factor in raising achievement and enabling children to become lifelong learners.

My books have so far all followed the same basic pattern: a journey though the various aspects of formative assessment with principles, thoughts and examples. For the first time I am linking the various elements in a different way – a way which I believe is more helpful for a teacher to work with, focusing more on the structure of a lesson.

The first chapter describes the background to formative assessment and where it is now, giving the various definitions and hopefully some cutting through them to give clarity.

The main body of the book is then split into four sections, each colour-coded for easy reference:


•  Laying the foundations, in which the conditions for pupils to be active learners, constant reviewers and self-assessors are set up: a learning culture, involvement in the planning and talk partners.

•  Effective starts to lessons, in which questioning strategies, exploratory activities and examples of pupil work are used to establish prior knowledge, capture interest, co-construct success criteria and discuss excellence.

•  Developing the learning, in which dialogue is key, establishing and helping children articulate their understanding so far and focusing on constant review and improvement.

•  Effective ends to lessons, in which various techniques are described which help to encourage pupil reflection and find out what has been learnt so far and what needs to be rethought or developed.



The final section focuses on whole-school development, including lesson study.

There are many excellent teachers practising formative assessment in their classrooms, but in this book, for the first time, I have been able to include schools in which every teacher practices formative assessment and the school as a whole has embedded its spirit as well as the practice. A number of excellent schools share their stories and it is enlightening to see the common threads and key factors that have contributed to whole-school success. In Chapter 2 there are accounts from three schools about how they established a whole-school growth mindset learning culture. In Chapter 12, on whole-school development I have included the fascinating and inspirational journeys of three other excellent schools and included some useful examples of school documents. Those stories are rich with expertise and wisdom and should be extremely helpful to senior managers who have formative assessment as a vision for their schools.

Through all the changes in education and curriculum, it is heartening to know that formative assessment remains immune. In the UK at this moment, teachers are concerned about assessment without levels, soon to be enforced. Good formative assessment focuses around successes and improvement for each learner, against their own previous achievement (ipsative assessment), so grading or other benchmarks are irrelevant. Summative assessment summarises what the learner knows or understands at that moment – again, with or without any benchmarking. Whatever the learner’s age, the curriculum demands, the subject, the educational setting or testing arrangements, formative assessment is always relevant, as it revolves around the only focus that makes any sense: the empowerment of the learner. Once this becomes the prime focus of every teacher and pupil, with formative assessment as the driving and guiding force, outstanding achievement is not only possible, but highly probable.
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Using the QR codes

The videoclip tasters throughout this book originate from Shirley’s two DVDs, which can be purchased via her website: www.shirleyclarke-education.org

You can access and view the videoclips using a QR code reader on your smartphone/tablet. There are many free readers available, depending on the smartphone/tablet you are using.

Once you have downloaded a QR code reader, simply open the reader app and use it to take a photo of the code. The file will then load on your smartphone/tablet.

If you cannot read the QR code or you are using a computer, type the URLs into your internet browser.
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PART ONE
Background to Formative Assessment


1 Why do we need it and what is it?

Why keep improving?

It seems that, no matter how hard teachers try, there is always a drive for even greater achievement for our pupils. Each generation of teachers sees the targets as somehow unreachable and yet, over time, we see how much more we actually have achieved, more than we ever thought possible. It is the human condition to want to keep learning, to progress and develop and, when I look for successful teachers, I know I will always see one linking characteristic: passion – passion about children’s learning, about moving forward, about learning as much about your teaching as you want for your children’s learning. Without that passion, teaching is merely a job, not a mission, and your children will, I believe, never reach their full potential while they are placed in your hands. So my first reason for wanting to be ‘even better’ (see Chapter 9) is that we are teachers, and that is our job, always.

Secondly, although it is now an old chestnut that to be economically competitive we need to be continually raising standards of achievement, we must pay attention to this political perspective, routinely stated by our political leaders:


[image: ]What really matters is how we’re doing compared with our international competitors. That is what will define our economic growth and our country’s future. The truth is, at the moment we are standing still while others race past.[image: ]

Michael Gove (DfE White Paper, 2010)



It is good to know that there are some alternative views – not to diminish the pursuit of excellence, but to look at it in a different way:


[image: ]This is not a time to bring up yet another generation of teachers and students in the belief that the only route to success is competition and the only worthwhile outcome is increased profit. It is critical that we design UK educational provision from the perspective of global, not national citizenship.[image: ]

Paul Ginnis (December 2010)



Teachers are better than ever before and children are higher achievers than they used to be, as Wiliam (2011) points out, looking at years of PISA testing (Programme for International Student Assessment) and Wechsler intelligence tests, but we have a changing workplace which dictates, more than anything else, that we need to strive for ever higher achievement. With technology replacing even highly skilled jobs at an alarming rate, and a global recession setting the tone, we already hear too many stories of highly qualified graduates without job prospects.

So, the third reason: we must continually strive to predict the unknown: what will today’s pupils need in tomorrow’s world? Tim Birkhead, from the University of Sheffield, says:


[image: ]The most striking thing about some undergraduates is their dependence, their lack of initiative and their reluctance to think for themselves. New undergraduates seem to expect to be told what to do at every stage. It is almost as though the spoon-feeding-and-teaching-to-the-test culture at school has drained them of independent thought.[image: ]



Jonathan Kestenbaum, Chief Executive of the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts, echoes this observation:


[image: ]Students will need to take more responsibility for their own education and how it is delivered – to ensure that it equips them with the aptitudes they need for the future.[image: ]



Inclusion of the following skills or aptitudes will mean the difference between success and failure for the majority of young people:


•  Critical thinking and problem solving

•  Collaboration and leadership

•  Agility and adaptability

•  Initiative and entrepreneurialism

•  Effective oral and written communication

•  Accessing and analysing information

•  Curiosity and imagination



All skills are, of course, only really useful when they can be transferred to any context, even those yet unknown. My nephew, recently completing his PhD in chemical physics from University College London, graduated with certainty that he would slot easily into a top-ranking financial institution. Months later, with no success, the skill he has most drawn on to create his own future is entrepreneurialism and technical expertise: his own website, his ability to sell his skills, networking and, using his scientific skills, brewing his own beer on the side as another possible option! How times have changed, when a student’s path in life could be laid in accordance with the choice of degree or apprenticeship. We must include the above skills and their application in our teaching to prepare students more appropriately for a new society, whether they are legislated or not. Much freedom still exists in what we cover beyond statutory requirements.

Why is formative assessment the answer? The evidence…

The most powerful educational tool for raising achievement and preparing children to be lifelong learners, in any context, is formative assessment. The research evidence for this is rigorous and comprehensive. Hattie (2009) has contributed significantly to the evidence about what works and doesn’t work in his ground-breaking book Visible Learning. Over a period of 18 years, Hattie attempted to answer one simple question: what do we do in schools and how much impact does it have? He synthesised over 900 meta-analyses, involving over 50,000 studies and 240 million students, in order to answer his question. He established an ‘effect-size’ for the different elements of education and calculated that the midpoint effect-size is 0.4. Any ‘influence on learning’ below 0.4 needs to be reviewed and questioned, as its worth is suspect. Anything above 0.4 is worth doing, and the greater the effect-size, the more worthwhile it is. Once you reach an effect-size of 1.0, the progress, for a child, is the equivalent of being one year ahead of where he or she would have been. Hattie’s 150 elements of education are rank-ordered, with the key aspects of formative assessment at the top of the list, as shown in Table 1.1.


[image: ]
Table 1.1 Data from Visible Learning (Hattie, 2009)



Assessment literacy is the term used in many countries to describe pupils who have clear understanding of what and how they are learning and can self-assess and improve their learning – all the basic elements of formative assessment. Classroom discussion is central to formative assessment – talk partners discussing questions asked by the teacher and cooperatively discussing and improving their learning. Feedback and providing formative evaluation amount to the same thing and are key to formative assessment, because they are the means by which we progress – learning from teachers and peers. Meta-cognitive strategies form the foundation of formative assessment, as part of a growth mindset culture, where pupils know that their learning disposition at any one time is as important as the skill or knowledge in question. The two remaining aspects – teacher–student relationships and lesson study, important factors in their own right – are discussed in the following chapters.

The Sutton Trust Toolkit of Strategies to Improve Learning (2011), referencing the same studies, placed effective feedback at the top of their table, with a potential gain of 9 months and a summary of ‘very high impact for low cost’. Next comes meta-cognition and self-regulation at a gain of 8 months and then peer tutoring/peer-assisted learning at a gain of 6 months – some new words to mean the same key elements of formative assessment.

Hattie’s 900 meta-analyses take account of all the rigorous studies in the literature, including the famous review in 1998 carried out by Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam (1998a), itself one of 209 studies, so any other research I could mention will already have been subsumed in Hattie’s work. The number of studies analysed each time, seen in Table 1.1, gives an indication of the scope of his work and its subsequent significance.

What is formative assessment?

In my many years in education I have never witnessed such confusion over a concept as I have with formative assessment – variously known as assessment for learning, assessment is learning, balanced assessment and who knows how many other definitions across the world. In the USA, formative assessment is defined by Stiggins (2005), a highly influential figure in assessment in the States, as frequent summative tasks, and assessment for learning as the continuous active learning described in this book. In the UK and many other parts of the world, however, formative assessment and assessment for learning are terms which usually describe the same thing.

Hargreaves (2005) found that there were many interpretations of assessment for learning in 2003, as follows:


•  Monitoring pupils’ performance against targets or objectives

•  Assessment which informs next steps in teaching and learning

•  Teachers giving feedback for improvement

•  Teachers learning about children’s learning

•  Children taking control of their own learning and assessment

•  Turning assessment into a learning event



Bullet points 3, 4 and 5 are explicitly correct in their interpretation, but where the word assessment appears, in points 2 and 6, it implies some kind of task or test was given from which information was gleaned. This is not formative assessment – it is summative, the end rather than the means. Deciding how much the learner knows and what they need next is a minute by minute necessity in the classroom, but the word monitoring, in the first point, seems to imply something more formal, such as work scrutiny. It is this detail which I believe causes the confusion – the words we use to imply different activities.

In the Times Educational Supplement on 13 July 2012, Dylan Wiliam, in an article about his disappointment over the interpretation of formative assessment in many schools, blamed the introduction of ‘Assessing Pupil Progress’ (APP) as contributory to the general confusion about the meaning of formative assessment. He complained:


[image: ]The problem is that government told schools that it was all about monitoring pupil progress; it wasn’t about pupils becoming owners of their own learning. The big mistake that Paul Black and I made was calling this stuff “assessment”. Because when you use the word assessment, people think about tests and exams. For me, AfL is about better teaching.[image: ]



Amen to that, although we need to include the word learning to fully imply the real meaning of assessment for learning, or formative assessment – which, as it was the first term used, is the one I have steadfastly stuck to, with the hope that my constancy paves a path of comprehension for teachers.

Formative assessment, as a concept, all started with a move away from summative assessment to what really makes children progress, which is being much more in control of their learning and its assessment. Various academics coined the phrase formative assessment to describe a set of learning processes with which pupils do better at tests and are more likely to become lifelong learners. Following Black and Wiliam’s review of the literature (1998a), they laid out the elements of formative assessment, stated thus:


[image: ]• clarifying and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success;

• engineering effective classroom discussions, questions and tasks that elicit evidence of learning;

• providing feedback that moves learners forward;

• activating students as teaching and learning resources for each other;

• activating students as owners of their own learning.[image: ]

In Leahy et al (2005)



My own work – with over 13 years of action research teams across England, Scotland and Wales and recently the United States (altogether involving some 2000 teachers across the phases) – has led to another point: the inclusion of involving pupils at the planning stage to maximise motivation and pupil ownership. Most important of all in the success of formative assessment is the appropriate learning culture and the belief that all children can succeed, a condition firmly established by Black and Wiliam in their initial findings.

My own expansion of the ingredients of formative assessment, at this moment (and continually evolving), are as follows:


•  A learning culture, where children and teachers have a growth mindset, self-belief, meta-cognitive skills and the belief that all can succeed;

•  Involving pupils at the planning stage to enhance motivation and ownership;

•  Talk partners and a ‘no hands up’ culture, where children are resources for one another and all can be included in class discussion;

•  Mixed-ability learning, with differentiated choices, so that self-esteem is intact and expectations are high;

•  Clear learning objectives shared with pupils, not necessarily at the beginning of a lesson, but sometimes after their interest has been captured;

•  Co-constructed success criteria;

•  Effective questioning, especially at beginnings of lessons, to establish current understanding and prior knowledge;

•  A continual quest to find out how far children are understanding their learning, so that individual and class feedback and the direction of the lesson can be adjusted appropriately;

•  Examples of excellence analysed and shared, before children produce their own ‘product’;

•  Feedback from peers and teachers which focuses on successes, where the excellence is and where improvements are needed;

•  Cooperative peer feedback in which examples of improvement are modelled via mid-lesson learning stops, so that feedback and improvement-making is immediate and part of a lesson;

•  Effective ends to lessons, where learning is summarised and reflected upon.



Throughout this book these elements are discussed, detailed and exemplified using the many wonderful examples from teachers in my learning teams.


PART TWO
Lesson Culture and Structure

Laying the foundations

There are three main elements which I see as conditions for children to be able to function as active learners in the classroom: having a learning culture (Chapter 2), being involved at the planning stage (Chapter 3) and having frequently changing talk partners (Chapter 4), with continual opportunities for dialogue, classroom discussion, collaboration and a ‘no hands up’ rule. Once these things are established, we can effectively move on to pupil generation of success criteria. At that point self- and peer evaluation, continual review and improvement can be successfully controlled by the learner, because he or she has all the tools and emotional support and power to be able to function confidently as a learner.

The most important of the three is, of course, the appropriate learning culture….


2 The spirit of formative assessment in the learning culture of the school and classroom

Although the various aspects of formative assessment are reasonably well known (learning objectives, success criteria, feedback, and so on) the true ‘spirit’ of formative assessment is less familiar, mainly because it is harder to define. Without the appropriate learning culture, however, the strategies and techniques have limited impact and become nothing more than another thing to do. It would be possible to have a lesson where all the elements featured but were more or less cancelled out by the absence of a true learning culture. If, for instance, there are rewards given to some children and not to others for the same lesson, the subsequent loss of self-efficacy will create a sense of the purposelessness of keeping going or doing the best you can do. Those children who received them will be likely to learn to strive for the reward rather than the achievement. Similarly, if children have success criteria but are in ability groups, rather than differentiated choices sitting with a talk partner, we know that there will be lower expectations, on the part of both the teacher and the child. Another example: children feeling anxious about their work being randomly picked to be discussed at the visualiser is nearly always because the culture of cooperation and learning from one another has not been talked about and established in the classroom.

I believe there are three main aspects to the creation of the ideal learning culture in a school:


•  developing growth mindsets;

•  integrating meta-cognition strategies;

•  mixed-ability learning.



To develop such a culture needs much honest discussion, reference to evidence, and cooperative planning and development between all staff. What applies to children must apply to teachers – we are all sensitive learners.

Developing a growth mindset – brain truths and myths

First of all, however, I want to look at what we know about the brain and how it ‘works’, as this is central to the notion of mindsets. People with a fixed mindset believe that they are born with a certain amount of intelligence and that it is fixed for the rest of their lives. People with a growth mindset, however, know that intelligence is not fixed and that you can, in effect, ‘grow’ your intelligence. Brain research has made this a reality.

Neurotruths

We now know that the brain can be developed like a muscle, changing and growing stronger the more it is used. The brain grows new cells when we are learning new information and skills. Even older people can develop their brains in an enriched environment.

Carol Dweck (2011), in her website article ‘You can grow your intelligence’, explains in simple terms how the brain works. Many teachers in my teams have used this article to introduce the workings of the brain to their pupils:


[image: ]Inside the cortex of the brain are billions of tiny nerve cells, called neurons. The nerve cells have branches connecting them to other cells in a complicated network. Communication between these brain cells is what allows us to think and solve problems.




When you learn new things, these tiny connections in the brain actually multiply and get stronger. The more that you challenge your mind to learn, the more your brain cells grow. Then, things that you once found very hard or even impossible to do — like speaking a foreign language or doing algebra — seem to become easy. The result is a stronger, smarter brain.[image: ]

Dweck (2011)



Intelligence tests used to be thought of as conferring a lifelong score, which we now know is wrong. The score is simply an indicator of one’s achievement at that time, not a predictor of future achievement – the same with any test, unless there are severe learning impairments. I urge teachers to use the terms lower achievers and higher achievers, which implies ‘at this moment’, as opposed to high ability and low ability or able and less able, which imply permanence.

The route to developing a ‘smarter’ brain is practice and input. We are all born with different aptitudes for certain subjects or skills, based on our genetic heritage – a reason so many of us, at an early age, write off certain subjects when we compare ourselves to others who are more naturally adept. It is important to know that with varying amounts of time, effort, practice and input we could all reach a given level of proficiency. The less genetically predisposed we are, the more practice and effort will be required. Even those for whom a subject or skill comes naturally have to practise for hours a day to reach expert status or very high levels of proficiency (e.g. a ballet dancer, concert pianist, professional footballer). A crucial component of the learning culture in the classroom is to continually talk with pupils about how the brain grows, how you can grow your abilities through practice, the gift of being able to learn from one another – tapping all our different strengths, and the fact that we are all born with different strengths.

Research into London taxi drivers’ brains (Woollett and Maguire, 2012) discovered that the huge amount of memory they had to use to learn ‘The Knowledge’ – every street in inner and outer London – resulted in a slightly enlarged area of the hippocampus. These drivers could also memorise other things easily as a result of this. Similarly, people who have for many years learnt a musical instrument which uses fingering find it easy to learn to type, because the connections made in the brain for the instrument are the same as those needed for typing. Once the neural connections have been made repeatedly, the pathways become more fixed. Making children aware of these facts, showing them YouTube clips of neurons connecting and so on leads to children being able to identify when they can feel their brain ‘growing’. ‘This is really making me think! I can feel my neurons connecting!’ is a commonly heard cry in such a learning culture.

Neuromyths

It is important to rethink some of the traps we have fallen into which have now been largely discredited – multiple intelligences and learning styles being the main offenders:


[image: ]“Multiple intelligences” is flawed as a model of human abilities. Evidence from brain localisation and idiot savants do not justify the proposition that a number of independent intelligences exist. A hierarchical model consisting of special abilities underpinned by a general intellectual processor offers by far the most plausible structure of human intelligence. School curriculum designs based on the theory of multiple intelligences are misguided.[image: ]

Adey and Dillon (2012)



In other words, although there is no doubt that we can distinguish different sorts of abilities – such as spatial, numerical and so on – these special abilities are not independent from one another. The evidence shows that underlying a person’s special abilities is one common general intelligence factor.

Although one person might put a great amount of effort into one thing (e.g. a footballer), eclipsing other skills, over the population as a whole, abilities in different areas are correlated.

Linked to the concept of multiple intelligences is the very popular idea that we all have a best ‘learning style.
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