4.6 Assessment for Learning
What is Assessment for Learning?

It is assessment that’s acted upon which results in greater understanding – it usually involves interactive questions, feedback, etc.

One of us attended a conference in DCU conference in November 2008 on Assessment for Learning.

Below are some of the ideas which emerged from the conference

When introducing new strategies we feel it is important that we first trial them at Junior Cert Level, so we are experimenting with many of these at that level both this year and last.

One of the most common strategies is to get students to correct each others’ tests and comment on them.

We have the following books in the Physics Resource room for reference

Assessment for learning Techniques-Chris Baker

Inside the black box- Paul Black & Dylan Wiliam

Working inside the black box-Paul Black, Christine Harrison, Clare Lee, Bethan Marshall  & Dylan Wiliam

Introducing Assessment for Learning - Podcast Transcription
Taken from ncca.ie

I’d like to introduce Dr. Michael O’Leary who will be chatting to us today about Assessment for Learning. 

So, Michael, could you tell us a little about yourself and your background to start with? 
Yes indeed, I’m a former primary school teacher. I worked in a classroom for 14 years before doing graduate work and then moving to Saint Patrick’s College, where I work in the Education Department. I teach undergraduates and postgraduates in the area of assessment. I have also worked in research in that area and I have published in Ireland, the UK and the US in the area of educational measurement and assessment. 

Q. So what exactly do you mean by assessment, and how is it different to testing? 
Well, as set out in the recent guidelines for primary schools on assessment, assessment itself may be described as the process of gathering, recording, interpreting using and communicating information about all aspects of pupil progress and achievement across the curriculum. So, assessment is a broader term than testing in that it includes many strategies and approaches beyond those associated with standardised testing or teacher made tests. In fact modern thinking about assessment sees it as having two important elements – assessment of learning and assessment for learning. 

Q And how would you describe the difference or differences between Assessment OF Learning and Assessment FOR Learning? 
Well, an assessment of learning is any assessment use to make a decision about what pupils know or can do when teaching and learning is complete – so, for example at the end of a term or school year. The Friday spelling test and the summer history exam, or the checklist of PE skills are typical assessments of learning – they help teachers make a summary judgement about what pupils have learned. Indeed, that is why they are referred to as summative assessment in the primary school curriculum. Most assessments of learning are carried out by the teacher, at set times during the year and are often used for purposes such as reporting to parents, completing report cards or for official school records. 

Assessment for learning on the other hand has a different focus. In this case the assessment information is collected and used during lessons to help pupils learn better and teachers teach better. Assessment for learning occurs in much shorter time cycles. This means that assessment is carried out often – in fact it happens minute by minute, hour by hour and day by day. It is carried out not just by the teacher but also involves pupils directly in different assessment activities. 

Q When you say that Assessment for Learning happens minute by minute…that it is going on all the time in class…do you mean that it is something that teachers do instinctively, almost that they don’t have time to think about or work at in order to develop? 
I would say that most teachers would need to plan very carefully for how Assessment for Learning can be used to improve teaching and learning in the classroom. It’s unlikely to happen instinctively. To illustrate this, let’s take an example of AfL in action, a strategy called Talk Partners. Now all teachers ask questions and along with observation, I think that most people can agree that questioning can be considered a very typical assessment activity in almost all classrooms. However, it is true to say that most questioning is like a game of table-tennis or ping-pong between the teacher and the class – the teacher bats a question and a pupil bats an answer back. Then the teacher bats another question and maybe a different pupil bats an answer back – and so on. 

Now let’s consider a different way of organising our questioning. The teacher still asks the question but this time the pupils are not allowed to put their hands up to answer. Instead they have to find their Talk Partner (probably, the child sitting beside them, but not necessarily that child) and then that pupil and his/her talk partner spend a few minutes together discussing possible answers to the question. The pupils also know that any one of them may be asked to respond to the teacher’s question as the teacher will choose a name at random (for example, each child’s name is on a lollypop stick in a jar and the teacher just chooses one of the sticks). This helps motivate the children to engage in the Talk Partners activity. 

Clearly, not all questioning can be done like this and we will return to other questioning strategies another time. However, Talk Partners can be used effectively when questions require higher order skills such as justifying a response and some thinking time. 

For example, this Talk Partners strategy could be used when asking pupils to respond to questions such as these… 

How do you think the composer was feeling when writing this piece of music? or 

Where do you think we should put the Green Bins in our school and why? or 

If you were made team captain what would you do to improve your team’s skills? 

Imagine what will happen next in our story. Can you explain why? 

This latter strategy would be particularly useful in infant classes. In fact, I imagine that teachers will find many opportunities to use the Talk Partners strategy right across the curriculum. 

Q It’s interesting that you have started here by talking about teacher questioning, which is something that happens a lot and in all classrooms, it seems to me. Why is it helpful to begin a discussion of Assessment for Learning with some points about teacher questioning? 
Well, unlike more traditional approaches to questioning, the Talk Partners strategy illustrates a number of key principles underlying Assessment for Learning. It exemplifies active learning in so far as pupils have to engage with the question rather than wait for others to answer. It facilitates peer learning in that pupils get to hear the ideas and opinions of other children. It provides time for pupils to access and build on their prior knowledge. And, I think you’ll agree that it integrates assessment with teaching and learning in a seamless way. The assessment strategy is just part of good teaching and learning and is consistent with some of the key concepts that underlie our revised curriculum – child centeredness, active learning and social constructivist principles. 

Q. So can you tell us just a little bit more about these principles? 
Well, child-centeredness I suppose, because children’s opinions are valued. Active learning is there I suppose, because all children are required to develop a response and the social constructivist idea is because children have to work with others in accessing their prior knowledge and in constructing new knowledge. These are principles that underlie the curriculum and we’ll return to these in future podcasts. 

The following notes were taken during the aforementioned conference in DCU 

Three Principles of Formal Assessment

· Be specific

· Focus feedback towards the future

· Leave people with choice

This will require the teacher developing and extending resources. 

Initially – as with any new approach  - it should be tried with a reliable enthusiastic class. 

You will probably find that it takes longer to cover the syllabus. Indeed it  was found that when this was trialled in England, teachers often never managed to get the syllabus covered in first couple of years.

BUT …

Even though the syllabus wasn’t covered, results were still well up when compared to the traditional form of teaching.

And with a bit more experience, teachers found it easier to judge the pace, and had little problem getting the syllabus covered in subsequent years.

Mind Maps

Use at the beginning of the class

These should include the important points that will be covered in the class and the Learning Outcomes.

Teacher Comments

If a teacher has written a comment on a page, the student must add in their own comment to show they have read it and acted upon it (e.g “I have redrawn this diagram properly on the next page”).

WALT and WILF

You should begin each class with the following:

“What Are we Learning Today”? (WALT)

OR

“What I’m Looking For” (WILF)

This helps the students to focus on what the important points of the lesson are.

Traffic Lights

Each student is given three cards; Red, Orange and Green.

Each colour is to represent what they think most closely represents their understanding.

They can then either keep these out in front (changing colour as they wish), or can be asked to hold up their current colour at a given time.

These may have considerable potential when students are engaged in answering written questions or when doing experiments.

Two requirements for students’ performance to improve:

· They must want to.

· They must be prepared to work at it.

Why is the phrase “I’m no good at Science / English / Business” acceptable? 
Learning is incremental. 
Students have no problem accepting that they will improve if they practice at a sport, so why do they not apply this reasoning to their academic work?
Alternate teaching strategies

Verbal / Written / Spatial

It’s worth finding our how a student makes sense of a lesson or a given concept.

What strategies do they use?

Set a task for a pair of students to learn a concept and then report back on the best way they found to help them make sense of it and memorise it.

This can also help to highlight misconceptions.

Very Important

Praise the task rather than the student

e.g. “That question was very well answered”, rather than “you did very well there”

There’s no need to appeal to their ego, it doesn’t necessarily help (although it does make the student feel better, which may be useful to those who lack confidence). 
Mentioning that the question was very well answered is more likely to concentrate their minds on looking to see why it was well answered.

Think Positive
Students not allowed to say “I wish”, but rather “Next time I will”

Students Checklist

Many student revision aids are now doing this.

List out all the concepts to be learned and check them off with one colour as you cover them the first time, then check with a second colour as you revise them and so on.

Use a specific colour to highlight those concepts which you just can’t understand, ask a colleague or teacher to explain, and then proceed as before.

Encourage group projects

It helps confidence and provokes discussion. 

Try group projects with PEER ASSESSMENT.

Why is it that we only seem to understand a topic after we have taught it?

If this is the case then why do we not get our students to ‘teach the class’ more often?

Revision football has worked well.

Each person has to think of 5 questions from a certain topic or the whole paper.  They must try to make them difficult as they'll be using them against the other team.  So this is a self-study aid, minimum input from you!

Then split the class into two teams, draw a football pitch on the board with players scattered across the pitch.  I laminated a picture of a football that was blue-taked to the board so it could be moved round.  Team with possession gets asked a question by the oppostion, get it right and they keep possession, get it wrong and possession goes to the other side.  Three right answers in a row and they score a goal!

Appeals to more competitive classes, use a whistle to keep in control.  And from experience, be clear about time per question and final answers...

Things like... peer marking, blow up questions onto A3, questions that you have done wrong and they have to say what is wrong.

Whiteboard quizzes are a total winner - instant AfL. 

All have a 'what I need to remember sheet' that they write on all through the lesson.

Fighting talk, like on Radio 5 live is fun,

Big sheets of poster to brainstorm what they know on a topic - revisit at the end and add to

etc

Divide the unit being revised into 6 sections and divide the students into 6 groups.  Each group is given a section and they have to write 3 facts about the section.

After they have done this groups rotate round and add 2 more facts to each section.  After a while it becomes a real challenge to keeping adding facts and they start to make links between the different points already added.  

Or groups have to write 3 open ended questions from each section, as they rotate round they have to keep adding information to the answers for each questions.

The key for success in these activities is pace.  
You will find that discussion ensues between groups concerning mis-conceptions.

Students have often asked for the information produced from these tasks to be photocopied as they found it so useful.
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