
Assessment for Learning 

 

„Formative Assessment‟ 

Practical Strategies for the 

Class Teacher 



 
The test of a successful education is not the amount of 
knowledge that a student takes away from a school, but the 
appetite to know and the capacity to learn. 
 

If a school sends out students with a desire for 
knowledge and some idea of how to acquire and  
use it, it will have done its work. Too many  
students leave school with the appetite killed and  
the mind loaded with undigested lumps of  
Information. 
       (Abbott, 1999) 

 
 



„In The Black Box‟ 

Using Formative Assessment: 

 Increases attainment by ½ grade at GCSE 

 Promotes interest and motivation through 

active learning 

 Teachers did not get through the syllabus!! 



What are summative and formative 

assessment? 

Formative assessment 
 

„… often means no more than that the 

assessment is carried out frequently 

and is planned at the same time as 

teaching.‟ (Black and Wiliam, 1999) 

 

„… provides feedback which leads to 

students recognising the (learning) 

gap and closing it … it is forward 

looking …‟ (Harlen, 1998) 

 

„ … includes both feedback and self-

monitoring.‟ (Sadler, 1989) 

 

„… is used essentially to feed back 

into the teaching and learning 

process.‟ (Tunstall and Gipps, 1996) 

Summative assessment 
 

„…assessment (that) has 

increasingly been used to sum up 

learning…‟(Black and Wiliam, 1999) 

 

„… looks at past achievements … 

adds procedures or tests to existing 

work ... involves only marking and 

feedback grades to student … is 

separated from teaching … is carried 

out at intervals when achievement 

has to be summarised and reported.‟ 

(Harlen, 1998) 



The black box findings 

Black and Wiliam‟s research indicates that improving 
learning through assessment depends on five simple 
factors: 
 
 Providing effective feedback to students. 
 
 Student‟s active involvement in their own learning. 
 
 Adjusting teaching to take account of the results of 

assessment (what works well with this class?). 
 

 Recognising the profound influence of assessment 
on students‟ motivation and self-esteem – both 
crucial influences on learning. 

 
 Ensuring pupils reflect on their learning and 

understand how to improve. 



Summative Assessment 

 Tests and Homework 

 Practical exercises 

 Science Investigations 

 

Purpose: 

 To find out what pupils know, understand and can 
do.  

 What progress have they made? 



Formative Assessment 

 Questioning 

 Feedback (written and verbal) 

 Peer and Self Assessment 

 

Purpose: 

 To help pupils understand how to learn 



 The vast majority of genuine formative assessment is 
informal, where feedback and response is interactive 
and timely.   

 

 It is widely and empirically argued that formative 
assessment has the greatest impact on learning and 
achievement. 

Formative Assessment 

In action this means: 

 Sharing learning goals with students. 

 Involving students in self assessment. 

 Providing feedback which leads to students 

recognising and taking the next steps. 



Inhibiting factors include: 

 A tendency for teachers to assess quantity and 
presentation of work rather than quality of learning. 

 Greater attention given to marking and grading, much 
of it tending to lower self esteem of students, rather 
than providing advice for improvement. 

 A strong emphasis on comparing students with each 
other, which will demoralise the less successful 
learners. 



In summary:  

 Sharing learning outcomes at the beginning of the lesson (as 
statements or discursive questions). 

 Invite students to say how we will know this has been 
achieved. 

 Involving student self assessment with the learning outcomes. 

 Students keep a record of their progress. 

 Focusing oral and written feedback around the learning 
outcomes.  

 Provide students with examples of sample answers (what does 
a good piece of work look like?)  

 Individual goal setting so that student achievement is based 
on what they already can do as well as aiming for the next 
level. 

 Use of rich questions that both challenge and guide the next 
learning steps. 

 Clarify with “Why is this an important thing to learn?” (big 
picture). 

 



Task, learning outcomes, and achievement 

criteria 

Task: Students work in pairs to identify the parts of a 

cell and match them with their function. 

Learning intention: We are learning to recognise the 

functions of different parts of cells. 

Success criteria: “So what we‟re looking for is that 

you can identify all the parts of a cell and 

describe what they do.” 



Questioning 
 Pair/group discussion at start of lesson to recap 

previous learning - spoke person 

 Visual and discursive statements (oral or written 

on board) 

 - concept cartoons 

 - “Which statement do you agree with?” 

 - „Millionaire‟-type questions 

 - “What do you think about cloning/nuclear 

power/hydrogen as a fuel..?” 

 

Do your questions promote thinking about the impact 

of science in their lives?? 

 



Generic Good Questions 

 What would happen if…? 

 In what ways are x and y the 

same/different? 

 What do these ideas/concepts/objects have 

in common? Put them in groups and say 

why you have chosen these groups. 



Open questions: 

encourage students to think beyond the literal 

enables a teacher to develop students‟ understanding 
and promote critical thinking 

allow for a range of responses and make progressive 
cognitive demands on students. 

 The type of question and the way that we question makes 

a difference to how successfully questions promote 

student understanding. 



We need to: 
 give students time to respond (discuss their thinking in 

pairs or small groups) – „wait time‟ . 

 Allow pupils to say “Pass” , not “I don‟t know”. 

 „No hands rule‟ – your question should be at a suitable 
level for all pupils. 

 Give the pupils model answers to discuss in groups. 

 Be inventive with ICT. 

 allow students to respond to teacher questions in a 
variety of ways (writing the answers, concept/mind 
map). 

 encourage students to ask as well as answer 
questions. 



Bloom‟s taxonomy and classroom 

dialogue 

Scaffolding questioning using Bloom‟s Taxonomy 

– knowledge 

– comprehension  

– application 

– analysis 

– synthesis  

– and evaluation questions. 



Strategies that promote rich discussions 

 

Inviting students to develop more complex contributions:  

  “Say a little more about…” 

Echoing:  

  “So you think that…” 

Making a personal contribution from your own experiences: 

  “I remember…” 

Non-verbal invitations:  

 eye contact, tilt of head… 



Feedback 
 

 
Quality feedback should… 

• focus on the learning intention of the task 

• occur as the students are doing the learning 

• provide information on how and why the student 

understands and misunderstands 

• provide strategies to help the student to improve 

• assist the student to understand the goals of the 

learning. 



Examples of evaluative feedback: 

 “That‟s a good essay.”  

 “You‟ve done well.” 

 

Example of descriptive feedback: 

“That‟s a good essay because you have 

covered the main points we discussed at 

the beginning. Now … which points do 

you think you could expand on?” 

Descriptive feedback: 

• is task- and outcome-oriented. 

• focuses on identified learning outcomes and makes   

specific reference to the student‟s achievement. 



Sutton (1998) 

Sutton suggests effective feedback should: 

 be specific – both positive and critical 

 be descriptive, rather than evaluative 

 be offered as soon as possible after the event 

 offer alternatives or ask the learner to do so 

 look forward to the specific next steps to improve 

performance 

 involve the learner wherever possible, to improve 

the chance of feedback being understood and 

acted upon. 

 „1 + 1‟, “that‟s a good answer…can you think 

how to improve it?” 



Feedback - Marking 

 Specific comments – “try harder” means nothing – direct 
towards what needs to be done to improve. 

 Encourage self-marking using textbooks, etc. – “Look up 
this chapter/page…” 

 Comments are negated by marks. 

 „2 stars and a wish‟. 

 By no means should this be done for every piece of 
class/homework! Be selective – make a judgement call on 
what you think will help pupil most for future learning. 

 
 See associated handout for ideas on written comments. 



Feedback - Verbal 

 Praise should be less frequent. 

 Must be specific to the task, not „ego-

centered‟. 

 Make them work for a merit later on if they 

use the feedback given for future learning – 

“Well done for improving that answer!” 

 Extra praise for inventive /innovative ways of 

remembering ideas. 



Why Do Students Learn? 

 “We destroy the love of learning in children, 

which is so strong when they are small, by 

encouraging and compelling them to work for 

petty rewards -gold stars, or papers marked 

100, or A's on report cards, or smiley faces -

in short, for the ignoble satisfaction of feeling 

that they are better than someone else”.  

 -John Holt 

 



Important points to remember when giving 

feedback: 

 Timing – pupils learn more given more time to 
work it out rather than given regular prompts. 

 Scaffolded Response – pupils given only as much 
help as needed, minimal intervention. 

 Redirecting the “I don‟t know” with a „busy task‟ 
often solves the problem by itself. 

 Works best when it is instantaneous. 

 Tell students/parents why written marking system 
is changing. 

 Encourage departments/whole-school to trial 
same system. 



How can I mark less and my 

students learn more? 

 Proposal: 

For every scheme of work the teacher will 

mark and provide feedback for 20% of the 

learning outcomes 

For the remaining 80%, our scheme will 

identify activities and exercises based on 

self and peer assessment techniques 



Self and Peer Assessment 

 Traffic Light System (Self) 

 - Green, “I am confident I know this” 

 - Amber, “I know a little about this but may 

need some help” 

 - Red, “What you talkin‟ about, Willis…!?” 

 

A show of hands from the class will suffice. 



 Pupil mini-whiteboards/cards (Self) 
 

 - time allocated for students to write down a 
response, as a statement or question („wait time‟) 

 

 - students hold up cards to indicate to teacher 
general understanding and where to go with 
further whole-class/individual questioning 

 

 - promotes a confident climate in the classroom 



 Mind Maps (Self/Peer) 

 
 - bright and colourful 

 - focuses on specific ideas from topics 

 - mimics brain‟s way of imprinting and processing ideas 

 - can be key words instead of long-winded phrases 

 - prompts recall of other ideas 

 - enjoyable way of studying/revising/checking 
understanding since the kids can be as creative as they 
wish – it‟s their own work afterall! 

 - can be done in pairs/groups 

 - promotes independence – pupils can use supplied 
texts/class notes to help them build their own mind-map 

 - can be time-consuming but well worth it for long-term 
study skills! 



 Pair/Group work (Peer) 

  

 - pupils produce answer and give each other 

feedback in groups or whole-class 

 

 - pupils nominate partners or other groups 

response as good questions/answers 

 

 - in pairs, pupils mark each other‟s work using a 

model answer 



How do I experiment? 

 Set some goals or objectives and perhaps link with PT 

 Think who is going to work with and help you and how 

(staff and students) 

 Mentally rehearse 

 Choose a psychologically safe place (choose the class 

carefully?) for your experiment 

 Practice till you have perfected your new ways of doing 

things (they become automatic) 

 Plan how you will keep colleagues informed 

 Ofsted – “..most effective when embedded across 

school…school policy…teacher‟s techniques” 

 Experiment, Expand, Embed 



See these websites for further info: 

 http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/0

0001862.htm 

 http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=8&n=9 

 

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001862.htm
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00001862.htm
http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=8&n=9

