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OVERVIEW 

In Canada’s federal system, provincial and territorial governments hold 
exclusive responsibility for setting education policy. The Council of 
Ministers of Education, Canada, however, plays an important role in 
monitoring educational achievement across the provinces and territories. All 
provinces and territories participate in a pan-Canadian programme to assess 
student achievement in mathematics, reading, writing, and science on a four-
year cycle. Results of the tests are shared with the provinces and territories, 
along with analysis by language. In most provinces and territories, 
summative assessment data are used to inform decision making on several 
levels: the level of the individual student, the school, and the system.    

New curricula developed at the regional or provincial levels emphasise the 
individual learning process and make room for individualised feedback and the 
development of “learning to learn” skills (that is, “metacognition”). Current 
curriculum guidelines articulate learning goals and standards. For each learning 
outcome, suggested teaching and assessment strategies are included. For 
example, each student is requested, with the help of portfolios and learning 
logbooks, to set learning aims for him or herself, to observe, to document and to 
reflect upon the learning process. Such documents are used as a basis for 
individualised communication between students, teachers and parents about 
both the learning process and result. Elements of self- and peer-assessment are 
also built into lessons to encourage and develop student metacognition.  

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The case studies include exemplary schools in three Canadian provinces: 
Saskatchewan, Québec and Newfoundland and Labrador. A broad range of 
formative assessment practices are visible in classrooms.   
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The PROTIC programme in Québec is notable for many reasons, 
including the use of ICT, with emphasis on shared platforms to facilitate 
group work. But the programme’s defining feature, in many ways, is its 
focus on developing students’ cognitive, metacognitive and social skills. 
Students learn gradually how to master their own learning process. 

The Sacred Heart School in Saskatchewan has developed a number of 
innovative approaches to teaching and assessment – including the 
development of mixed level groups, emphasis on providing students with 
choices as to what they will work on, and most recently, the creation of online 
electronic portfolios that both parents and teachers use to provide students 
with specific and timely feedback. These changes would not have been 
possible, however, had the principal and teachers not first made efforts to 
ensure that the school was a safer and more nurturing place. Sometimes, 
teachers and school leaders have been able to address both learning and 
behaviour goals through innovative teaching methods.  

Xavier School in Deer Lake, Newfoundland and Labrador has improved 
significantly in the past several years, largely because of its commitment to 
developing instruction that is informed by analysis of test data. The school’s 
emphasis on criterion-referenced, rather than norm-referenced assessment 
(that is, students are assessed against a standard, rather than in reference to 
their peer’s performance) has also been important to promoting the school’s 
ethos of equality and inclusion. Several teachers at the school note that 
greater attention to assessment has also led them to develop broader 
teaching repertoires.   

Although a significant group of teachers across the case studies still feel 
pulled in different directions as they try to bridge the demands of combining 
standardised, summative testing and formative assessment, a strong 
evaluation culture is developing across the provinces and territories. It is 
widely agreed in the Canadian education community that both forms of 
assessment are two sides of the same coin.  

CASE STUDY 1: LES COMPAGNONS-DE-CARTIER, STE-FOY 

In Ste-Foy, as in other affluent upper middle class suburbs in Québec, 
public schools compete with a number of private schools. In the mid-1990s 
that competition posed serious challenges to the public school system. The 
Commission scolaire des Découvreurs decided then to take a proactive stand 
to convince parents that public education provided a serious and suitable 
alternative to the private system. In order to find out more about how and 
why parents chose schools for their children, the committee conducted a 
parent survey. A surprisingly large number of parents expressed an interest 
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in technology-based instruction aimed at the development of complex skills. 
Some educational counsellors participating to the committee subsequently 
worked with the headteacher of Les Compagnons-de-Cartier school to 
develop an educational programme for a public school. While parents 
stressed the development of technological and higher-level skills and were 
concerned about how information technology could be used to promote 
higher-level thinking skills, teachers saw the need to improve co-operative 
group work and formative feedback. The committee also called for 
improved instruction in English and a second foreign language.  

Out of these different visions for the future of education the basic 
concept for PROTIC programme was born. The ambitious aims of PROTIC 
required teachers with special skills both in pedagogy and in technology. 
Whereas most teachers in Québec are recruited within a school board and 
are then assigned to schools, teaching positions in PROTIC are announced 
publicly and teachers are recruited by the school itself. To make this 
possible, the school board needed to sign a special agreement with the local 
teacher union.  

Initially, PROTIC was to be open for the best and brightest students but 
“the best students in our traditional system are not the best for PROTIC”, 
according to a teacher in the programme. The school assesses student 
applicants and spends a full day talking to and observing them. The 
admissions panel screens for students who are intrinsically motivated to 
participate in this type of programme, who read and work a lot, and who 
possess the appropriate social skills to work in the PROTIC programme. 
Two out of three applicants are then selected.   

The school has produced a flyer about PROTIC which is available to 
parents and students interested in the programme but most of the interest is 
raised through word of mouth.  

Teaching and assessment at the school 

PROTIC pedagogy 

Teaching in PROTIC is always organised around interdisciplinary 
projects. One of the methods used is collaborative group exploration. 
Thirty-one students in grade 8, for example, are currently exploring whether 
the conflict between Israel and Palestine is an ecological conflict about 
scarce water resources or a religious conflict. The teacher in charge of the 
project teaches geography, religious education and French. The project lasts 
for approximately six months. In the first stage of the project, all groups 
research the issue of access to water in the Middle East. In the second stage, 
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students look into the different religions, Islam, Judaism and Christianity, 
and their role in the conflict.  

Students, in groups of four around a table explore one sub-question of 
their overall research topic. Each student has a laptop computer. The 
students use Knowledge Forum shared software to store and structure 
information, and to communicate about their work inside and beyond the 
classroom. The Internet, learning software, multi-media encyclopaedias as 
well as books provide the students with multiple sources of information. 
One group researches water purification in Israel and Québec from a 
comparative perspective, another group looks at irrigation systems and the 
role of water in Israeli agriculture. In the second stage the groups will 
examine the different religious groups and their perspective on the conflict. 
They will then present their results to each other and enter into a dialogue 
based on and about the different perspectives.  

The teacher plans to simulate a debate between students representing the 
Israeli and Palestinian points of view in the classroom. In this way, students 
can apply their newly gained knowledge as they argue their case. Towards 
the end of the project, students will be looking at the role other international 
powers and institutions, particularly the United Nations, can play in 
resolving the conflict. Just before the school year ends in June, all students 
provide their contributions to a common website, including texts written by 
the students in French, pictures and charts, maps and graphics. Every 
PROTIC project concludes with the development and design of a common 
product, a book or a website.  

All classes in the PROTIC programme use information and 
communication technology (ICT) in range of ways. Whereas language arts 
projects use IT mainly for research, word processing and publishing, the 
projects in mathematics and science make use of computers for analysing 
data gained in scientific experiments.   

The atmosphere in classrooms is more like that in a newsroom or a 
company office. There is a lot of talking, but in general, a high-level of 
discipline. Some students are working independently, doing research on the 
Internet or writing. Some students work in groups, comparing and 
exchanging information. Most students stay at their table but some walk 
around, go to other tables and ask for advice. The teacher walks around the 
room, spends time with individual students and groups of students, looks at 
their work, asks questions for clarification, and provides feedback about the 
quality of written material. There is very little direct instruction during the 
lesson. During one of the lessons observed, one of the students asked the 
teacher what exactly “Extrême-Orient” meant. The teacher then asked the 
entire class for attention and passed the student’s question on to the class. 
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Another student responded by giving the right explanation to everyone else 
in the class. Fifteen minutes before the end of each 75-minute period 
students in their groups exchange the knowledge they gained in that lesson, 
discuss open questions and plan how to proceed.  

Communication continues after class. All students take their laptop 
computers home where they have access to their common platform on the 
Internet. “We often send each other e-mails about our work late in the 
evening”, one student explains. According to the teachers, written 
communication by means of IT forces students to be as precise as possible 
in their contributions to a shared work process. Whenever a student uses 
language that is too vague, students from the peer group or one of the 
teachers respond through Knowledge Forum, asking for a more precise 
definition or better evidence. “It forces our students to work professionally”, 
explains a teacher.  

High levels of student autonomy 

In the beginning of each project, students identify their individual 
learning aims within the framework provided. “When you actually write 
down those aims for yourself, it becomes much easier to make progress”, 
says one student. Every nine days students reflect on their learning 
individually. They write about their own learning, their team learning and 
the achievement of personal and programme learning targets in reports. This 
is a core part of formative assessment in PROTIC: the written reports 
provide a record that students can use to make future choices and to analyse 
ways in which they might do things differently. They are managing their 
own learning processes.  

Positive interdependence structures the group work: in a maths 
assignment, for example, groups are composed of students with five 
different levels of expertise. In order for the group to reach a higher level of 
expertise each one of the group’s members needs to pass a test. “We always 
make sure to help and support each other in our learning”, one student 
explains. To improve work, students give each other feedback on their 
teamwork skills, using a list of criteria provided by the teachers. “That helps 
us to solve the problems we have in our teams among ourselves”, says a 
student. Each student makes approximately 20 presentations per year in 
front of the whole class and students comment on each other’s presentation 
on the basis of criteria provided by the teacher.  

Students also keep a learning portfolio, a folder in which they keep 
important pieces of their own work. In the first two years the portfolio is 
kept on paper. Starting with the third year students keep an electronic 
portfolio. Teachers and parents have access to the electronic portfolios and 
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can comment on the work electronically. Teachers regularly go through the 
electronic portfolios and comment on the quality of the work, the strengths 
and the points that need further development. Many of the parents also take 
an interest in their children’s portfolios.  

After each 9-day learning cycle students set aims for themselves and 
define strategies for how those aims are to be achieved in the next learning 
cycle. Four times a year students receive their report cards, so-called 
bulletins. Three of those report cards are purely formative and contain 
comments on the student’s work in several different areas. Only the fourth 
report card of the year is summative and contains pass/fail information. 
Trans-curricular skills such as self-organisation, use of technology, 
teamwork, communication skills and social skills are part of the report card. 
“I always look at my report card and decide for myself, yes, those are the 
areas I want to work on over the next months. The criteria really help you to 
see what you can do to improve.”  

Initially, most students found it difficult to deal with the level of 
autonomy expected of them after having been guided and directed much 
more in their previous schools. After a number of projects, however, it 
becomes much easier for them to plan their own learning. “You understand 
that you are responsible, you are in charge. You begin to see how much time 
you need to invest in a particular task for it to turn out well.”  

The students visibly enjoy being part of the PROTIC programme. 
“Compared to my old school there is a lot more pride here about our work: not 
about grades but about the results of what we do in the projects”, explains a 
13-year old girl who has recently left a private school to join PROTIC.  

One shared language about learning and teaching 

In separate interviews with students and with teachers, it becomes very 
clear that they all share a common language about teaching and learning. 
Even young students use words like “metacognition”, “self-evaluation”, 
“self-regulation” and “peer-assessment” to describe their own learning. The 
students seem to have a genuine knowledge and understanding of learning 
processes. It is obvious that teachers in PROTIC talk to their students about 
the dynamics of learning. “When we decided to come and teach in 
PROTIC”, explains one of the first teachers to join the programme, “… we 
wanted our students to become experts about learning just like they are 
developing expertise in the other areas we work on here”. 
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The role of teachers 

Teaching in PROTIC is quite different from what the teachers learnt 
during their teacher education at university. It is only recently that the 
Université de Laval is taking a strong interest in the role of a teacher in a 
learning environment like PROTIC. “To be a teacher in PROTIC you have 
to accept that you are no longer in control of everything that’s happening in 
the classroom. We are not the only source of knowledge any more.” The 
teachers agree that their role in PROTIC is sometimes different from the 
traditional understanding of a teacher in Québec.  

Teachers have access to Knowledge Forum, the electronic platform 
students use to store and exchange their work, at any time. The platform 
allows teachers to respond to individual students and groups of students 
electronically. “I primarily use questioning as a teaching strategy”, one 
teacher explains. “I always try to make my students aware of potential 
improvements to their work by asking them questions.” Students describe 
their teachers as being very flexible. “They played an important role in the 
first two years teaching us about methodology of working and learning. 
Now that we have become much more autonomous, our teachers interfere 
very little.” Another student explained that “[t]he role of the teachers is to 
respond to our questions and to keep the discipline in the classroom”. 
Teachers let students work on their own most of the time, but also spend 
half an hour or more with individual students when they need help. Given 
the high level of learner autonomy in the classroom this seems to be enough 
contact with the teacher. Students do not feel left on their own.  

Creating conditions  

Most of the teachers who initially applied and were selected to teach in 
PROTIC had been unhappy about a lack of opportunities for 
experimentation and professional growth in the system, and decided to join 
PROTIC because of the professional learning opportunities it offered.  

The teachers share offices located in between the two PROTIC 
classrooms and work together several times a day, often very informally. 
They frequently spend an entire day planning new multidisciplinary projects 
together. They are proud of their ethos of collaboration. “The fun thing is 
that you can really keep learning here as a teacher, developing new projects, 
trying out new things, experimenting.” 

In recent years PROTIC students have been getting excellent results on 
the ministerial tests. Teachers and administrators see this as a clear proof 
that the PROTIC model works. The PROTIC pedagogy has had 
considerable impact on the instructional practices of other teachers, 
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professionals or head members of the school Les Compagnons-de-Cartier, 
but so far it has had very little impact on the four other secondary schools in 
the area of the Commission scolaire des Découvreurs. Most of the school’s 
visitors come from universities or from other district school boards in 
Québec and Canada. “We don’t go out to proselytise but our doors are wide 
open to those who are interested”, explain the PROTIC teachers. Because of 
PROTIC’s clear focus on the development of transcurricular and 
metacognitive skills – both aspects emphasised at PROTIC and in the 
current provincial curriculum reforms – public interest in the programme is 
likely to increase.  

Since 2002 PROTIC has become almost self-sufficient and requires very 
little support and assistance from the Commission scolaire des Découvreurs. 
This is also a result of the teachers’ desire for a greater degree of autonomy. 
PROTIC now has very close relations to the neighbouring university of 
Laval and gets many teachers trainees for internships, some of them from as 
far away as France. Starting in the fall of 2004, a primary school feeding 
into Les Compagnons-de-Cartier is teaching according to the PROTIC 
programme so that students will have the opportunity to learn in projects and 
teams across their entire student biography.  

CASE STUDY 2: SACRED HEART COMMUNITY SCHOOL, REGINA 

Saskatchewan Learning considers Sacred Heart Community School in 
Regina an exemplary community school, both for the range of good 
pedagogical practices in the school as well as for the school’s unique culture 
and ethos. The school is part of the Regina Catholic School Division, which 
is in charge of 29 schools with about 10 500 students. Catholic schools in 
Regina are publicly-funded and follow the provincial curriculum and other 
Ministry-level regulations.  

Sacred Heart Community School is an inner-city school with 
approximately 450 students from pre-kindergarten to grade 8. The majority 
of students are of Aboriginal ancestry. Most of them live in poverty. Student 
mobility is high because parents often move within the city or back and 
forth between a reserve outside the city and the inner city. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

First steps: addressing bullying and vandalism  

The school’s change story started when the new principal, an 
experienced female teacher and administrator who came to the school in 
1995, made it a priority to take action against the high level of aggression 
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and vandalism in the school. The first change she introduced to the school 
was the complete reorganisation of recess time. After each break there had 
been a long line of students in front of her office, sent there because of 
disciplinary issues. One boy, a victim of bullying, admitted to her that the 
thing he feared most in the school was recess time. Working in close 
collaboration with teachers, the new principal decided to completely 
restructure the school break. Recognising that students needed a break she 
replaced recess time with two breaks of 20 minutes each, with the class 
either in the gym or outside playing sports and different kinds of games the 
children enjoyed. The number of disciplinary incidents dropped immediately 
and that gave everyone in the school the courage to initiate and support 
further changes in the area of discipline.  

One of the next moves was to address the high level of vandalism in the 
school. The principal talked to students about it in a special assembly and 
made them aware that the school’s scarce resources could be spent on school 
trips and books for children instead of paying for the damage created by 
vandalism. She promised the students to provide them with the money to 
have an ice-cream party and go on a school trip if vandalism could be 
significantly reduced. As had been the case with restructuring recess time, 
the second innovation was a success. When vandalism dropped to almost 
zero, she invited the District Superintendent into the school to congratulate 
the children and to hand them the cheque with the extra money for the 
school. Vandalism and violence in Sacred Heart Community School have 
remained low since that time. 

Split grades  

Early in the history of its change process the school had a grade 5 class 
that was highly energetic with little discipline for learning, resulting in a 
high teacher turnover for that class during the one year. Principal and staff 
decided they needed an innovation that would harness their students’ energy 
and “put it to more positive use”. The following year, when the students 
entered grade 6, they put the class together with younger students so that the 
grade 6 students could act as mentors and leaders for the younger grade 2 
students. Again, the change was successful. The two teachers who took on 
the task of “team-teaching” the class later won an award for one of the most 
innovative educational projects of the year in Canada.  

The unique split grades have since been expanded to include the entire 
school. The split grades give each of the older students the opportunity to act 
as responsible leaders and to mentor younger children. Teachers try to create 
a culture of mutual support in the classroom. Now all of the school’s classes 
are made up of students of two different age groups. Older students in lower 
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secondary provide individual feedback and support to the younger primary 
school students. 

School like a good home 

The school’s Catholic values are reflected in its core idea that every 
child deserves “to be treated like the Christ child”. This strong value 
statement is part of the school’s mission statement and is openly shared with 
the children in the school. Children refer to it when they talk about the way 
they are being treated by teachers and by other students in the school.  

Aware of the deprived and often unstable conditions in many of the 
students’ homes, the staff decided to turn the school into a place as safe and 
nurturing “as a good home” to provide the emotional stability necessary for 
learning. Now, students have access to the school at any time of the day. 
There is a warm breakfast for all students in the morning before the first 
lesson starts. Later, students get a snack and a warm lunch.  

Parents are welcome to come into the school at any time. Many of them 
have had very negative experiences in their own school days, so Sacred Heart 
Community School tries to be as welcoming and open as possible. Every year 
there is a spring tea, where parents come in and are served tea by students and 
teachers. Parents are also invited to join field trips and to watch sports 
activities. Once every year there is a teacher-parent conference. Students 
present their work and their portfolios to their parents and teachers. Together 
teachers, parents and student discuss what the student needs to focus on in his 
or her own learning and how parents can support learning and development. 
During these meetings teachers encourage parents to help their children with 
homework and to take an interest in their child’s portfolio.  

Meeting individual learning needs 

Sacred Heart Community School has developed different methods to 
meet the individual learning needs of students. Teaching assistants are 
available to provide individual student support inside the classroom. 
Computer programmes as well as library books are clearly marked with 
regard to their level of difficulty so that students themselves can look for the 
resources that best meet their individual learning needs. When a particular 
topic is being studied among mixed ability students, teachers choose 
different books for students of different ability level. In one case, for 
example, seven books about animals were being used when a class was 
studying animal behaviour. In the split grades, teachers often use two or 
more different coloured worksheets, with colours indicating the level of 
difficulty. Students can choose which sheet to work with according to their 
motivation and ability level.  
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From grade 3 onwards, students diagnosed with severe learning 
disabilities get extra support. They are referred to the teaching assistance 
team and are put on a Personal Programme Plan (PPP) to get the individual 
support they need. Whereas 2% of all Saskatchewan students are currently 
on PPPs, 10% of students in Sacred Heart Community School get extra 
support. Teachers observe a correlation between learning difficulties and the 
high poverty rate in the area. Some of the children from poorer families are 
more likely to have learning difficulties because of emotional, nutritional or 
other problems in their homes.  

Classrooms are well-equipped with books for young readers and 
computers funded through local and provincial taxes. In each classroom 
there are shelves with a large number of books for the respective age-groups 
and each one of the classrooms is equipped with four networked computers 
connected to high-speed Internet. Students and teachers have access to the 
Internet and use it in the classroom. In the morning assembly, for example, 
the school principal frequently sets up a quiz such as, “How many taste buds 
are on a human tongue?”. When they enter their classrooms for the first 
lesson, they go onto the Internet and research the answer.  

A key part of the school’s philosophy is to provide students with choices 
for their own learning. This is seen as part of the school’s formative 
assessment strategy because it enables individual students to pursue their 
own interests and learning needs. Whenever a student is finished with a task 
in the classroom he or she is free to work on one of the computers with a 
range of ICT learning resources, or to get one of the books from the 
bookshelves in the classroom or from the student library and sit in the back 
of the classroom’s comfortable reading chairs to read.  

Brain-based learning in a resource-rich school  

In recent years, the teachers have taken part in a lot of training activities 
in brain-based learning and multiple intelligence teaching. Even the children 
now speak the language of multiple intelligences. They talk about being 
“picture smart” (visual-spatial intelligence), “word-smart” (verbal 
intelligence) or “number-smart” (mathematical intelligence). It is part of the 
school’s philosophy that each child discovers those things he or she can do 
really well. In the classroom teachers encourage children to use their 
strengths to learn those things that are a bit more difficult for them. In their 
portfolios children talk about their intelligences. “The teachers help us 
recognise what we are really good at”, one student explains. Another 
student, an 11-year-old girl, reports that the teachers “asked me and two 
other students to write a book about Saskatchewan because we are good at 
writing”. The books written by students are laminated and kept on the 
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shelves of the school library. Students are proud of their own work and are 
happy to share their books on subjects such as starfish or dinosaurs. 

Learning portfolios for every child 

A pilot scheme in 2002/2003 with all grade 3 and grade 5 students 
convinced the staff of the effectiveness of electronic portfolios. Starting in 
September 2004 each child in the Sacred Heart School will be documenting 
his or her own learning on an ongoing basis with the help of such an 
electronic portfolio. Portfolios will primarily serve as a basis for formative 
feedback and student self-assessment. Through the portfolios, students will 
be able to track their own progress in writing, in reading and in other areas.  

Students keep exemplary pieces of their own writing, document their 
projects, scan in hand-written texts and art work and even record their own 
reading in their portfolio under different headings. Teachers invite students 
to share their progress with other students and the teachers provide guidance 
to the students on how to assess their own work. In the near future, students 
will have benchmarks for portfolios, related to the proficiency targets 
developed in the school. A team of experts in the school is currently creating 
templates for every grade level. A teacher new to the school has developed 
user-friendly portfolio software allowing students to do as much work on 
their portfolios on their own as they possibly can. In the past year, the school 
has been very pleased with the way older students mentored younger ones in 
keeping their portfolios updated, saving and spell-checking their work. In 
the electronic portfolios, learning is documented under the following 
headlines: the Academic Self, the Social Self, the Artistic Self, the Problem-
Solving Self and the Catholic Self. For the students keeping a personal 
learning portfolio seems to be a genuinely exciting project.  

Report cards for formative assessment 

Three times a year, students get report cards. The school has already 
made considerable changes over the past years to fit report cards to its 
pedagogy. Now, formative comments are a key part of any report card, 
along with marks. Nevertheless, most teachers in the school feel that they 
need to go one step further and change the approach to report cards 
completely. The teachers feel that it would make much more sense to have 
rubrics on the report card, so that parents can see how they can help their 
child learn.  

The teachers believe that there should also be a section on cross-
disciplinary skills on the report cards. This would provide students, parents 
and teachers with information on a student’s broader cross-curricular skills 
such as working in teams, communicating, and so on. In the meantime, the 
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Catholic school division has noticed that Sacred Heart School is ahead of its 
time. Teachers from the school have been nominated for a committee that 
will be developing new report cards for all schools in the Regina Catholic 
School Division. The school’s open and non-bureaucratic mindset with 
regards to experimentation is now providing a successful model for other 
schools in the school division.  

Creating conditions 

When the school’s previous principal took over eight years ago, the 
school was known throughout the city for its low achievement level, 
violence and vandalism. Few teachers wanted to work there and that was 
reflected in high teacher mobility. “Neither teachers nor students wanted to 
come here”, according to the School Board’s Superintendent. Today, the 
Superintendent notes, Sacred Heart leads in many areas. In terms of teacher 
collaboration, student assessment and early literacy strategies the school is 
even considered an example of best practice by Canadian standards.  

The catalyst for changes in approaches to teaching and assessment at 
Sacred Heart came from unrelated initiatives developed to address bullying 
and vandalism. Success with these initial efforts led to enthusiasm for further 
change. “You notice”, one teacher says, “that there is no end to innovation. 
You can’t just change a little. Once you’ve made a change and you notice it 
works, you have to keep growing and changing”. Since then, the school has 
made a number of bold changes in organisational and teaching approaches, as 
well as in the involvement of parents. Today, the school stakeholders share a 
philosophy that every child and every staff member can and does grow in a 
school organised as a professional learning community.   

CASE STUDY 3: XAVIER SCHOOL, DEER LAKE 

Xavier School, located in a small town in western Newfoundland, has 
288 students (in 2001/2002) in grades 7 to 9. The school had received 
comparatively bad results when provincial testing first started, but results 
have significantly improved over the past years. The school has made a 
commitment to the development of instruction based on an analysis of test 
data and to building a strong professional learning community among 
teachers and members of the administration.  

In 1993, the province introduced a tri-annual testing programme. Since 
2001, the province has tested students in language arts and mathematics on 
an annual basis. The Department of Education advocates that the results of 
provincial tests be explicitly linked to school development. In some school 
districts, schools are required to respond to the test data by completing a 
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written analysis of how the school will use the test data to improve the 
quality of instruction and which specific targets the school sets for itself as a 
result of the data analysis.  

There are no rewards or sanctions for over- or under-performing schools 
and the data are not compared or ranked with data from other schools. The 
Department of Education’s and the school districts’ philosophy is to work 
with the principal and the teachers of a school to build on the strengths and 
to address deficiencies identified in the data. Individual schools are 
encouraged to view their progress over time.  

Since 2001, schools in Newfoundland and Labrador have been 
developing action plans based on the provincial test results. School boards 
manage the planning process. Each school board brings principals together 
for two days. Consultants from the Department of Education review all test 
results with the district programme staff and school principals. Through this 
review and subsequent discussions, principals identify learning needs and 
incorporate them into their school development plan. The consultants are 
then available to help plan and implement teacher professional development 
programmes for schools that have identified teacher training as part of their 
action plan. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

A range of assessment methods 

Coinciding with a greater provincial and school-level focus on the 
importance of analysing test data, the teaching staff at the Xavier School 
have developed a stronger professional interest in formative assessment for 
learning. The analysis of data has made teachers aware of whole classroom 
as well as individual student learning needs.   

In 2001, the school introduced school-designed mathematics tests at all 
grade levels tied directly to curriculum outcomes. The tests are used at mid-
year and at year end as a complement to the provincial criterion-referenced 
tests (CRTs). These and other tests are being kept in a test bank to which 
each teacher has access. Now, test data are seen as informing teaching 
practice: “How well have I as a teacher done in teaching certain concepts?”  

Student learning has become the focus of teachers’ attention. “We are 
carefully monitoring and observing learning processes like we have never 
done before. Much greater attention is being paid to the quality of the 
individual learning experience.” The systematic use of data to change 
practice at the classroom level and in the work with individual students 
shows a strong commitment to formative assessment.  
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Teachers also now make more use of reflective journal writing, rubrics, 
and portfolios than they did five years ago. The language arts teacher 
describes how she uses formative assessment in her classes. For example, 
she helps students to select appropriate reading texts and to determine 
writing activities. Students have a high level of choice, as the teacher 
believes that students must be accountable for their own learning. She 
monitors individual student tasks, and the type and amount of work that 
students do. To determine if the students understand what it is they are 
reading, each student must write a summary on the text and his or her 
thoughts on it.  

In their response journal for reading in language arts, grade 9 students 
keep track of what they have read, why they chose a particular book, how 
they liked it, who their favourite character was and whether they would 
recommend the book to another student. Every week the language arts 
teacher takes her time to read the journals and comment on student writing. 
Her written response is based on a rubric. She also holds individual 
conferences with students. She sees evidence that close monitoring and 
immediate feedback show positive results. One student, for example, had 
stopped his reading of any book after about twenty pages. The teacher 
entered into a written dialogue with him and found out that the books he had 
chosen to read had been far too demanding for him. When she decided to 
suggest books to him rather than letting him select his own reading she 
observed his sudden pride in being able to finish and report on an entire 
book. “Constant interaction on a one-to-one basis, continuous observation 
and commenting, that’s what makes students learn”, she says.  

A mathematics teacher describes his professional role in guiding student 
learning: “I get different pieces of information about a student, from the 
after-school tutor or the special needs teacher, for example”. He sees it as 
one of his core tasks to draw all the information together, to make sense of 
it, to come up with a coherent strategy suited to that individual and to 
communicate that strategy to all of the adults helping that student learn.  

The mathematics teacher notes that he and the students work through 
incorrect responses to problems. The teacher prompts the students to think 
about previous skills they have learnt that might help them solve the 
problem, to consider the different mistakes students have made and look for 
commonalities or trends among their problem-solving approaches. Through 
questioning, the teacher is able to help the students not only to determine the 
correct solution, but also to recognise and identify errors in their work. 
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The use of portfolios and rubrics for student self- and 
peer-assessment  

Most students in Xavier School keep a portfolio of their own best work. 
In grade 9 language arts, for example, students are given 26 broad 
assignments to complete for their portfolios. Students move at their own 
pace to complete the assignments. To edit and improve their own writing, 
students make use of the criteria in the language arts rubric that was 
developed as part of the provincial assessment programme. The same rubric 
is used for peer- and self-evaluation. “I grade your paper with a rubric, you 
do it and then we talk about how our assessments match”, she explains her 
approach to the students. This format gets teacher and student talking to 
each other about learning.  

Tutoring and scaffolding for improved learning 

A culture of peer tutoring is clearly visible in the school. Students work 
in pairs and support each other in English, in mathematics and in science 
lessons. Sometimes they can choose who to work with. In a mathematics 
class as well as in an English class, the teachers pair students deliberately, 
making sure that a student who is strong in the particular subject helps 
another student who is not as strong.  

In a science lesson about temperature, grade 8 students get into groups 
of four to conduct an experiment. They measure temperatures of different 
materials in the room and discuss why the surfaces of certain materials are 
always colder than others. The teacher walks around the class to provide 
extra help to some of the groups. By prompting and scaffolding (providing 
individual students with hints that enable them to reach the next level) she 
helps the students in the groups find an answer to the research question.  

In a grade 9 English class, students are working on their independent 
research piece for their portfolio. Those who have almost completed their 
written assignment are given a checklist for peer editing. The teacher puts 
them together in groups of two. Taking turns, the students read each others’ 
research pieces and together they then use the checklist and the rubric to 
improve the quality of each other’s written text with regard to expression, 
structure, grammar and spelling. Most students visibly enjoy working with 
rubrics: “You can see what you did wrong and how you can fix it. It also 
makes it a lot easier to set aims for yourself”.  

Inclusion and integration 

In all Canadian provinces, students with severe learning disabilities are 
legally entitled to extra help inside and beyond the classroom. Students with 
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disabilities seem to be well integrated in the Xavier School in 
Newfoundland. During a mathematics lesson, a special needs teacher in 
Xavier’s school in charge of 13 students comes into the classroom to 
provide the additional support that one particular student needs for his 
mathematics learning. In addition, there is after-school tutoring for students 
who have problems getting their homework done without extra help.  

The school’s philosophy that every adolescent is different and everyone 
can learn has greatly contributed to an ethos of equity and inclusion. It 
obviously works for the students. This principle and practice of dealing 
positively with difference makes it okay for students with learning 
disabilities to have a special tutor come in.  

Two lower secondary students, whose learning disabilities are too severe 
to allow them to be integrated into the regular class, work with a special 
needs teacher in a separate room. Whenever there is a birthday in the school 
those two students together with their teachers bake cupcakes for the 
birthday children. They deliver those cupcakes to the birthday child’s 
classroom and congratulate the student whose birthday it is. It gives them a 
task in the school’s daily life and makes them part of the wider school 
community. The principal says that they are fully integrated and well 
respected by all other students. 

Creating conditions 

Before 1999, Xavier School was in a very different condition. At the 
end of the 1998-99 school year, Xavier students had very low 
achievement scores in mathematics and science. There was little to no 
co-operation among teachers. “All seemed to be doing their own thing”, 
describes the principal who took over the school in September 1999. The 
school building was in state of neglect. The staff room was old and 
poorly kept, corridors were in a terrible shape with ceiling and floor tiles 
missing throughout. In the school library books were scattered all over. 
Staff meetings were confrontational, and the school council (an 
association of parents, the principal, and a teacher representative that 
provides support to the school and provides a forum for parents) was not 
working well. The new principal was put into office with the clear 
mandate to turn the school around.   

The new principal introduced a number of initiatives in an effort to 
change the climate of the school. Some of them were physical and meant to 
improve the school’s outside appearance. The staff room was renovated, 
refurbished and enlarged and the school bought new furniture for the offices. 
The expectation for new staff members was that they would work toward 
increasing student achievement and building a collaborative culture in the 
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staff room and in the school as a whole. School committees were formed to 
work on staff development, technology, finance, student supervision and the 
development of a school handbook.  

Today, Xavier School in Deer Lake has a clear focus on meeting the 
particular needs of adolescents. This philosophy is based on a shared 
conviction that adolescents need support to balance their social and emotional 
life in order to concentrate on learning. There is a strong team ethos to achieve 
this aim. Teachers share information about each student’s emotional, social 
and academic developmental needs. “Everyone here wants children to do 
well”, the teachers report. Compared to other schools that some of the teachers 
have worked in previously, staff in Xavier’s perceive this school as more 
welcoming and much more receptive to sharing of ideas and resources. “In 
dealing with adolescents, when there is no team spirit among the teachers, you 
sink”, one teacher explains. A few years ago, teachers in the school worked in 
complete isolation, now they set aside half an hour of shared planning time 
almost every day. All of them now consider knowledge about how students 
learn and achieve to be their most important asset. “Five years ago we were 
doing a lot of nice projects in the school but we didn’t take any interest in 
academic achievement”, reports a teacher.  

A clear mandate from the Department of Education and the local school 
district to let attainment data drive the process of school development also 
helped to change the school’s culture. Initially, the staff resisted discussing 
achievement data or letting that data guide the development of a “school growth 
plan”. By the beginning of 2000, however, the culture of the school had begun 
to change. For the first time, on the occasion of midterm reports, staff identified 
those students who were failing core subject areas. Their discussions centred on 
what could be done for these students. They subsequently decided to inform the 
parents of every student who was failing in order to try to build support for 
getting the students on track. Teachers also created a system of parent 
volunteers for individual tutoring. The school undertook a range of measures to 
motivate students for learning, one of them being the introduction of an annual 
awards night to honour exemplary achievement.  

The school’s greatest gains have been in academic achievement. Now 
teachers place a much greater emphasis on curriculum outcomes and pay 
more attention to the weakest students. Analysing assessment data has 
become the focus of professional training during what are called “school 
growth days”. Since 2000, the staff have developed a two-year School 
Growth Plan, aligning the plan with professional development activities. 
Regular staff meetings are used for sharing of good teaching practices.  

Staff members of Xavier School report that they are using a lot of 
synergies they were hardly aware of five years ago. “All of us had three 
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times as much work when we were working in isolation.” Most of the 
teachers now also know each other better on a social basis, and meet with 
each other outside the school. Those friendships have contributed to the 
school’s strong team ethos developed in recent years. A culture of 
recognition now permeates the school. The school administration 
acknowledges teachers’ creativity and efforts. Teachers put activity sheets 
and other didactical material they use in their lessons into each others’ 
mailboxes and discuss strategies they use to teach particular content with 
colleagues teaching the same or similar subjects.  

Both students and teachers notice that most of the school’s change has 
taken place with regard to the understanding of what “success” actually 
means. A few years ago, teachers in Xavier School asked “Who is our top 
student?”. Now, each student is judged individually on a criterion-
referenced basis rather than a norm-referenced basis. “Teachers notice how 
much effort you have put in, how you have improved based on where you 
were before”, reports a student.  

Parent involvement in the school has also improved over the past years. 
A parent representative reports: “You can come into the school and the staff 
room any time and are welcomed”. The new emphasis on formative 
assessment has contributed to an improved understanding of learning among 
parents. The parent representative points out how much she and other 
parents like to read the comments that are now frequently written onto 
students’ work. “They inform our own behaviour as parents. We can better 
help our children learn, because knowing the rubric we know what is 
considered good quality.”  
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Denmark: Building on a Tradition of Democracy and 
Dialogue in Schools 

by 
John Townshend, education consultant 

Lejf Moos and Poul Skov, Danish University of Education 

OVERVIEW 

In Denmark, primary and lower secondary phases of schooling are 
provided within the Folkeskole. The Folkeskole is to educate students for 
their role as autonomous, informed citizens. Open dialogue and exchange 
between and among students and teachers are considered essential to 
education, and reinforce the Danish model of democracy.  

Parents pay a particularly strong role in Danish schools. They hold the 
majority of seats on school boards, as well as the chair. In schools, parents are 
involved, along with the child and teacher, in setting individual learning goals. 
Parents’ rights and responsibilities are also spelled out in national legislation.  

There have been several important changes to the education system in 
recent years. The Education Act of 1993 introduced the idea of “central 
knowledge and proficiency areas” to be taught in all Danish schools 
(although municipalities still approve curriculum proposed by school 
boards). Subsequent amendments have defined the knowledge and 
proficiency areas more precisely (2001), and required schools to publish the 
results of average grades and leaving examination results for ninth graders 
on their web sites (2002). A 2003 Act introduced an “outcome-based” 
curriculum framework, defining competencies to be achieved by students at 
different levels (attainment targets). 

There have also been several efforts to raise standards in Danish schools 
through special initiatives, starting in 1987 and continuing through the 
present. In 1999, the Danish Evaluation Institute (EVA) was established to 
carry out evaluations of teaching and learning throughout the education 
system. In spite of these many initiatives, EVA reports that there is a 
confusion about evaluation methods and tools that are appropriate for 
continuous evaluation in classrooms.   

A recent OECD task force also noted the absence of a “strong tradition 
of healthy school self-appraisal”, or of monitoring at the municipal or 
national levels. The task force called for the introduction of an evaluation 
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culture in Danish schools, and reinforced the importance of the Ministry’s 
recent emphasis on establishing central standards to better gauge students’ 
progress and to provide accurate feedback to students about how well they 
are doing.   

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The Statens Pædagogiske Forsøgscenter (SPF), based in Copenhagen, 
was established to develop teaching innovations, and share the results of 
their work with schools across Denmark. Much of the work is centred on the 
importance of dialogue, verbal and written feedback, and active student (and 
parent) involvement in setting learning goals and evaluating work. There is 
also a strong emphasis on teacher teamwork, ongoing professional 
development, as well as institutional evaluation.  

The Snejbjerg School in Herning has placed great emphasis on 
formative assessment techniques in its school and classroom planning. True 
to Denmark’s strong democratic tradition in education, the school has 
established a transparent learning environment. Teachers, parents, and 
students engage in dialogue about their expectations of teachers, the school, 
and each other – for academic, social and emotional aspects of education. 
Teachers and students agree that this emphasis on dialogue and transparency 
of expectations makes this school different from many others in the area. 

CASE STUDY 1: THE NATIONAL INNOVATIVE CENTRE FOR GENERAL 

EDUCATION (STATENS PÆDAGOGISKE FORSØGSCENTER – SPF) 

Statens Pædagogiske Forsøgscenter (SPF) is a state pedagogical centre 
based in Copenhagen. It consists of an experimental school and a Youth 
Town. The SPF is intended to be innovative and developmental, but in a 
way that whatever is developed in this school can serve as an inspiration to 
other Danish folkeskoler. The purpose of SPF is to: 

• Develop ideas for teaching the older grades of the folkeskole. 

• Test the ideas in practice. 

• Assess and disseminate the results of this work. 

• Bridge the gaps between the folkeskole, the upper secondary 
schools, trade and industry, and society at large. 

• Develop international collaboration. 

• Participate in educational development. 
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The students of the experimental school start in the 8th grade and can 
continue for two or three years to 9th or 10th grade before they move on to 
higher secondary education, work, or other vocational courses. At the Youth 
Town, based at the same site, students from a lot of schools in greater 
Copenhagen are introduced to aspects of economic and professional life as 
well as aspects of democratic citizenship by means of courses conducted by 
teaching staff and visiting professionals. 

The 144 students (48 at each year level) are taught all the Danish 
subjects required by law. As innovation is integral to teaching methods, all 
teaching goals are described in the annual project descriptions both for the 
specific subjects and as an overall plan for the three years of each student’s 
tenure at the school. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Mixed groups 

The students sometimes work in mixed groups where 8th, 9th and 
10th graders are together. This is part of a whole school initiative called 
Moving toward a Project Oriented School. Mixed level classes are 
considered useful in furthering students’ social development. However, for 
social and administrative purposes, students are put into classes of 24 or 
“core groups” of roughly 16 each which remain relatively stable throughout 
their three years at the school. 

The school promotes varied teaching and assessment methods. The 
teachers use Howard Gardner’s theories of multiple intelligences to 
diagnose children’s varied learning styles, develop project-oriented 
approaches to teaching, and use portfolios to track learning and assessment. 
They often work in teams to develop and assess new teaching approaches 
and sometimes also work in teams in the classroom. 

Development of verbal competencies 

Students must feel self-confident in class if they are to dare to show 
what they are able to do. Activities to facilitate this in this school are: 
reading and telling stories, writing stories, logbooks, diaries, listening to 
music, interviewing other people, inviting guest teachers. Humour and fun 
are developed through play, games, video production, role plays, etc.   

Verbal competencies are considered important for many reasons. One 
reason is that goals are set and feedback is given orally in the day-to-day 
classes, in study groups and individually. Goal-setting and oral feedback are 
also the focus of more formal student-parent-school conversations. SPF does 
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not give more weight to tests and grading than is prescribed by regulations. 
Instead, the school stresses the importance of setting explicit goals and 
providing feedback in various forms. Great effort is put into displaying 
products of many kinds – writings and artwork, scientific models and other 
products in the portfolio and the logbook. Verbal communication is by far 
the most important means for gathering information about students’ own 
goals, assessments, reflections and feelings and about the teachers’ goals 
and assessment. Oral, rather than written, assessment is preferred because it 
is quick and flexible and permits students to initiate or respond to teachers. 
In this way it is possible to detect and correct misunderstandings and 
ambiguities on a timely basis. 

One teacher, for example notes that she varies the forms of instruction, 
the ways in which desks are placed, and the material used according to the 
theme of the lesson. Sometimes she provides whole class instruction, 
sometimes students work in small groups, and sometimes they work 
individually. Project work is the most common working method. Regardless 
of theme and working method, she assembles the cohort at the beginning of 
the module and in the few minutes before ending it. At the beginning of the 
module, she wants to know what students are going to do in the next 90 or 
more minutes and how they are going to do it. At the end of the module, she 
wants to reflect with them on what they actually did, what they learnt and 
what they want to take up next time.  

Over the course of the module she sometimes stops student activities in 
order to reflect on the work: How does what they have discovered or learnt 
fit the intentions of the module? Can the students utilise the model or 
concept presented to them as a learning tool? For example, the teacher has 
introduced a narrator-model as a means of analysing and interpreting short 
stories and she has asked the class to try to present what they have learnt in a 
short story and on a video. Often students get involved in different ways to 
interpret models.   

Assessment through dialogue 

Most often teachers communicate the results of assessments orally to 
students. Through questionnaires, qualitative interviews, and quick 
expressions of opinion, teachers evaluate the signs of progress. Teachers 
explain their assessments, and how the results influence further planning. 
The results of classroom assessments are sometimes posted to parents.  

It is obvious that teachers at the school are considering how to balance 
verbal exchanges with students with more robust and written assessment. 
Teachers assess whether the intentions and the goals were achieved to a 



DENMARK – 121 
 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – ISBN-92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

degree that is desirable and acceptable. Students are graded two or three 
times per year in each subject. 

Student interviews 

As in most Danish schools, there are student interviews several times per 
year. The student’s progress is discussed and – in dialogue between teacher 
and student – new learning goals are set. Teachers use different assessment 
forms for the student interviews. Teams of teachers have developed these 
forms and they focus on whatever the team finds important at any particular 
time. There are questions on subject matter outcomes, objectives for learning, 
attitude toward the work, and social competencies. Sometimes the assessment 
is designed in collaboration between teachers and students.   

Teachers often develop oral or written items for feedback on teaching 
procedures. Often the questions are about what the students have learnt and 
whether their objectives were achieved. Students also indicate where there is 
a need for further teaching.  

Integration of formative assessment into all teaching and learning 

SPF describes the concepts and practices of formative assessment that 
are integrated in the processes of learning as including:  

• The student profile, which at SPF includes a record of student 
learning goals and assessments of progress. 

• The logbook, which tracks each student’s learning process. 

• The portfolio, which is a compilation of student work and a record 
of learning outcomes. 

• The student core groups. 

• The student-parents-school conversations. 

The student profile 

Students in 8th grade are new to the school and unknown to the teachers. 
Therefore there is a need for students to reflect on their expectations of the 
work at this school and at the same time a need for teachers to get to know the 
students as well as possible. At the beginning of the school year students are 
introduced to basic learning theory/learning styles concepts, and among these 
to Howard Gardner’s concept of multiple intelligences. Using these concepts, 
students write a profile that is both a self-description in relation to the multiple 
intelligences and a description of their expectations and goals for learning for 
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the next two years in this school. The profile is a basis for a conversation 
between student, his/her parents and teachers in the autumn term.  

One teacher described how students were introduced to Howard 
Gardner’s theories of multiple intelligences, and were asked to fill in a 
questionnaire where all eight intelligences were represented and to mark all 
the expressions that applied to them. They were now getting a clearer 
picture of their own intelligence profile, and ended up making a circle 
divided in eight pieces, where they put all statements about themselves in 
the right area of the circle to visualise the profile. When students become 
aware of being “body smart” or “number smart” or any of the other ways of 
being smart, they also learn something about their own learning style. Do 
they prefer to work alone or in groups, to have details or an overall view, to 
look at or to listen, to move about or to sit quietly? The same group of 
8th grade students had a topic in English called “How do I learn new 
words?”. They were given a certain number of new words and different 
approaches to learning them. All approaches represented the different 
intelligences, and after they had all tried all approaches and activities, they 
were asked what method they had enjoyed the most and what had worked 
best for them. Linguistic students prefer to use the words in a text, make 
flashcards and construct games. Logical/mathematical students make 
systematic wordlists, look for similarities or compare them with other 
meanings or make up ways of testing. Spatial students like to combine word 
and picture, to use mind maps, colours and varied layout and writing in 
order to visualise the words. Musical students like to use the words in 
rhymes, music or rap, to say the words out loud both seeing and hearing the 
words. The interpersonal students prefer to do the activities in groups while 
the intrapersonal prefer to work alone. 

The more conscious they become of their own preferred learning 
methods the more efficiently they learn and remember new words. 

The logbook 

The logbook is intended to facilitate and support students in their 
reflection on the goals and areas where they need to make effort for 
learning. It also gives more students the opportunity to be heard. Teachers 
may enter into written dialogue with students and discuss teaching and the 
outcomes. In this work teachers can strengthen the effort to develop 
students’ writing as a springboard for more active participation in oral 
discussions.  

Teachers collaborate with students on what parts of the work they are 
going to assess. Sometimes students complain about the number of 
assessment sheets and assessment deliberations. Therefore it is very 
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important to stress the intentions and the use of the assessments. Every half-
year – at school-parents meetings – teachers formulate new goals for the 
next semester. They try to find goals that can be written in the logbook. 

Portfolios 

Portfolios are a basis for student-parent-teacher conversations – sharing 
reflections and setting new targets and goals in collaboration with parents 
and teachers. Parents get, when working with students’ portfolio, a better, 
more concrete background for entering into dialogue with teachers and their 
children. They can see for themselves some of the outcomes of students’ 
learning and in what ways they themselves can support and encourage their 
children’s education.  

Core groups 

The students’ core groups are intended as forums for reflection. Students 
help and support peers as they reflect on goals, effort, and outcomes. They 
help each other to choose what material should go into the portfolio. For 
example, in an introduction to enquiry-based and project-oriented learning, 
8th grade students were given a certain number of lessons to define 
something that puzzled them and then to come up with an answer by doing 
independent research. They were asked to present their answers orally to the 
rest of the group. The core group then engaged in many levels of formative 
assessment. The students gave each other oral feedback after each 
presentation and also wrote their opinions in their logbooks. They were 
asked to comment based on written criteria for content and presentation 
methods (as well as what was important in the process) they had received at 
the beginning of the project.  

Student-parent-school conversations 

In each class there are two student-parent-school conversations every 
year. The basis for the conversation may change: the portfolio exhibition, 
the student profile. In one class students were asked to prepare the 
conversation by considering: 

• In which areas of strength did you grow?  

• How did you challenge your weaker fields? 

• How do you assess your relations to class?  

• What plans do you have for next year? 
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Students were invited to answer these questions in their preferred medium, 
for example with a cartoon, a cue for a conversation, a poem expressing his or 
her thoughts and feelings, or a mind map providing an overview. 

Creating conditions 

SPF’s unique mission, to develop and disseminate innovative teaching 
methods to schools throughout Denmark, requires teachers to be up-to-date 
with advances in the learning sciences and school development. Formative 
assessment in the classroom – and secondary levels of formative assessment 
for school development – serves as a tool for teachers to evaluate the 
usefulness of the methods they are developing.  

Formative assessment has also helped to create conditions for ongoing 
change. While school leaders felt that it was difficult to point to specific 
effects arising from the use of formative assessment, they describe the main 
effect as being a cultural change: students are more competent at seeking 
and handling information, and at reflecting on their own learning, their 
potential, and the effect of their actions. Many students are more socially 
confident. Both teachers and students were more than usually aware of 
learning goals. Some teachers felt that the stronger focus on goal-setting and 
on the feedback loop (that is, setting learning goals, assessing student 
progress and providing feedback, and revision of goals) was rewarding but 
time-consuming.   

There is a strong emphasis on professional development and 
co-operative work. Teachers at SPF plan and implement in-service courses 
(a few hours each) for schools and teachers throughout the country, publish 
articles on their experiences in school development journals, and also 
participate in school development processes in other schools. 

Teachers feel that sometimes it can be a problem to be both the agent and 
the subject when evaluating and analysing an ongoing process, and that it is 
sometimes very hard to formulate precise goals that are assessable. In the teams, 
teachers discuss how to interpret the results and how to be more objective than 
subjective (because “one sees what one wants to see”). Teachers say they are on 
a continuous pursuit for better and more secure methods.   

Some students also were critical of too much discussion and reflection. 
In general, though, students were very positive about their educational 
experience and quite clear that this school was different from others they 
had known or heard of. They focused on two aspects: better relations with 
teachers resulting from different approaches to teaching; and formative 
assessment procedures. They felt that instead of getting “just grades” they 
now were involved in a process with teachers during which they got to know 
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the teachers better and learnt why they had not got as high a grade as they 
might have wanted or expected.   

There were some secondary levels of formative assessment as teachers 
used experiences and data from previous lessons to plan future lessons but this 
was greater in some subjects (Danish, humanities) than in others. Students 
found the various assessment processes (logbooks, etc.) stimulating and felt 
that formative assessment involved more commitment from teachers. Students 
were less positive about the portfolios. One said that the portfolio added 
nothing that his parents did not already know about his work. 

The parents’ representative confirmed that the aspects selected by the 
pupils were the essential differences in this school’s approach. She 
described how her own son’s logbook had improved over three years from 
single sentence factual statements (“Today we had maths”) to quite 
sophisticated analyses of what teachers want compared with what he had 
done. She had also seen improvements in his approach to problem solving. 
She confirmed that the school’s emphasis on social and personal 
development worked and that her son and other pupils she knew had grown 
in self-esteem since they had been at the school. 

Those pupils interviewed were articulate and very positive about the 
school’s innovative approaches to assessment. They were very able students, 
chosen for the interview partly because of their ability to communicate 
impressively well in English. The parents’ representative and at least one of 
the teachers interviewed were convinced that these approaches were 
working well for good students but wondered whether they would work as 
well for all. Where there was reference – by parents, teachers and pupils – to 
achievement in subjects, they tended to be implicitly (and in a few cases 
explicitly) critical of innovative approaches to team-teaching and cross-year 
or cross-subject groupings. One ambitious cross-year team-teaching project 
had been progressively cut back from an original 17 weeks to four weeks 
this year and two weeks in the next year as a result of this kind of reaction. 
Innovative approaches to teaching and formative assessment within subjects 
tended to be seen more positively. 

CASE STUDY 2: SNEJBJERG SKOLE 

Snejbjerg Skole is part of the educational system in Herning, a town of 
about 55 000 in Jutland. The school is situated in a prosperous village-suburb. 
After the sixth class, all pupils are transferred from Engbjerg Skole to Snejbjerg 
Skole where they follow the curriculum for grades 7, 8 and 9. Seventy per cent 
of students at Snejbjerg Skole enrol in grade 10 (which is optional) at another 
school, which is attended by all 10th graders in the municipality. 
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The head of the Snejbjerg School had been involved with a European 
project on Evaluating Quality in Education six years prior to coming to the 
school. Her one-year tenure with the project coincided with changes in the 
role of school heads as defined by the Danish Ministry of Education. She 
used formative assessment as part of a strategy for change. 

There is a strong emphasis in the school on the professional 
development of teachers and on spreading good practice by example. Some 
of the principles guiding the school’s approach are: 

• Students are always informed of the purpose of the evaluation 
before commencement.  

• As a minimum, the evaluations are made public to the people 
involved before further publication.  

• Results from formative assessment are only used for the agreed 
purposes. 

During the last decade, the school has been involved in several school 
development projects, in which evaluations have formed part of the process 
of development actively. Generally, the management is very open about 
collecting and using the evaluations in the organisation. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Cooperation between the school and the parents 

The board of parents takes part in developing an interview paper to be 
used in the parents’ consultation evening. It contains questions such as: How 
do you assess your own work (commitments, outcome)? What is the social 
climate in your grade? What will you do differently in the next period of 
time? Often, evaluations involve conversation based on a questionnaire. The 
evaluations may also be based on tests, including Danish and mathematics. 
In a few classes, the school has started using portfolio for evaluation.  

Expectation meetings 

The school holds expectation meetings for all students except those 
beginning 7th grade. Students set out expectations for academic progress, 
and also set out their social objectives for the year. The social objectives 
focus primarily on the need to show respect for each other, that teachers will 
not berate students for any reason, that students will not bully one another, 
that students will take responsibility for themselves and their classmates, 
and so on.  
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The adults involved also set out expectations of each other (parents and 
teachers alike). At the Snejbjerg school, parents have set out their expectations 
as including: good and energetic teachers, who are aware of differences 
between children, are professionally competent, and who keep dialogue going 
between all participants (students, parents and teachers, and others). In turn, 
teachers communicate their expectations of parents: that parents help create 
the best conditions for their children’s learning, and so on. 

Parents expect each other to be supportive and open, to ensure that 
children are well-prepared for school, to show interest in the child’s education, 
to take responsibility, and so on. At meetings held later in the year parents are 
to evaluate their expectations: “have our expectations been fulfilled and do we 
live up to our roles as parents?”. These expectation meetings create a concrete 
and constructive starting point for school-parent collaboration.  

Evaluation of a subject course 

In the light of the objectives set, the teachers evaluate subject courses. 
The participation of the pupils takes place in different ways. The objectives 
are set collaboratively within the context of the curriculum, binding goals, 
etc. The evaluation is a part of the planning of the activities that strengthen 
the social community at school level. This means that students and teachers 
agree in advance (via intermediate aims) what points they will pay attention 
to during evaluation. Teachers and students may always discuss the course 
and learning objectives relative to new and possibly unintended results.   

The evaluation takes place through group conversations, or between 
teacher and student, and joint conclusions are reached.  

Assessment in teacher teams  

The teachers evaluate the subject courses in teams. The evaluations are 
part of the written minutes from the meeting. Assessment in teacher teams is 
advantageous in that teachers can assess the work of individual pupils across 
a range of subjects. If a pupil is making better progress in Danish than in 
mathematics, this approach permits a reflection on why this is so and what 
different approaches might be used in mathematics. As pupils react 
differently in different instruction situations, teachers will find it natural to 
compare these different approaches to instruction. In this way teaching, as 
well as pupils’ progress, is assessed. The key question is: What approach 
best facilitates the learning of individual pupils? 

Stakeholders at the school see the formulation of these expectations as 
an important part of the process of formative assessment in the school.  
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Creating conditions   

Snejbjerg has established an organisation that focuses on learning and on all 
round personal development of the individual pupil. The head of the school has 
had an important role in this. The development of the school is regarded as 
something concerning the whole school. Evaluation is essential to development, 
and parents participate actively in this evaluation. Teachers confirmed the 
importance of professional development in implementing the changes.   

The school head and teachers are convinced that the new approaches 
based on formative assessment are working although some of the teachers 
said that this relies on a much greater workload for teachers. Both the 
students and the parents interviewed focused on students’ self-esteem and 
social development as the main differences between this school and others. 
Objective evidence of success is difficult to pin down. The municipality 
publishes and compares the results of its schools but teachers and school 
leaders agree that the results reflect school intakes (e.g. the proportion of 
non-Danish speaking students) as much or more than school performance. 
There is no attempt to assess “value-added” to the students’ learning over 
the year. 



ENGLAND – 129 
 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – ISBN-92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

England: Implementing Formative Assessment in a 
High Stakes Environment 

by 
Janet Looney, OECD 

Dylan Wiliam, King’s College, London 

OVERVIEW 

England introduced radical changes to its education system with the 
Education Reform Act (ERA) of 1988. Under the Act, the government: 

• Introduced a national curriculum and standards for compulsory 
schooling. 

• Provided schools with a limited amount of autonomy (including 
control over the managerial and financial decisions, and decisions 
regarding pedagogical approach). 

• Encouraged quality through market-style competition, allowing 
students to apply for admission to any school, in most cases 
guaranteeing admission, subject to available space. 

• Required pupils to sit tests at the ages of 7, 11, 14 and 16, 
measuring achievement in relation to the curriculum. Subsequently, 
media initiated the practice of publishing results of tests in “league 
tables” as an indicator of individual school quality.  

Formative assessment was not new to the British national education 
agenda when these reforms were introduced. In the 1970s and 1980s, a 
number of research projects had explored the ways in which assessments 
might support learning. Such interest in the use of assessment to support 
learning was given added impetus by the recommendation of the Committee 
of Inquiry into the Teaching of Mathematics in Schools (1982) that a system 
of “graded tests” be developed for students in secondary schools whose level 
of achievement was below that certificated in the current school-leaving 
examinations. Similar systems had been used to improve motivation and 
achievement in modern foreign languages for many years (Harrison, 1982).  

In 1987, when the government announced its intention to introduce a 
national curriculum for all students of compulsory school age (ages 5 to 16), 
it was made clear that the national assessments at the ages of 7, 11, 14 and 
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16 (the end of each “key stage”) would combine the judgements of teachers 
with externally-set assessments (DES, 1987). The National Curriculum Task 
Group on Assessment and Teaching (NCTGAT) asked to make 
recommendations about the structure for reporting the results of these 
assessments. They concluded that while ongoing, formative assessments 
could be aggregated to serve a summative function, in general it was not 
possible to disaggregate the results of summative assessments to serve 
learning purposes or identify specific learning needs. NCTGAT’s first report 
therefore recommended that formative assessments should provide the 
foundation of national curriculum assessment for key stages 1, 2 and 3 
(NCTGAT, 1988). There followed a vigorous debate about how the results 
from external assessments and those from teachers’ judgments could be 
reconciled, but this debate obscured the fact that the teachers’ assessments 
were summative rather than formative, albeit based on different sources of 
data than the external tests. 

Efforts to incorporate formative assessment into the national curriculum 
were further complicated in the first five years following the introduction of 
the national curriculum by ongoing revisions to the new curriculum and 
national tests, and four changes of Secretary of State in five years. The 
central education agencies did little to promote the use of formative 
assessment in classrooms either through leadership on the issue, or through 
the provision of financial resources or teaching materials for teachers to 
enable them to devote more time to incorporating new teaching methods.   

In the early 1990s, a group of education researchers and other 
professionals formed the Policy Task Group on Assessment, under the 
umbrella of the British Educational Research Association. The policy task 
group set up the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) with funding from the 
Nuffield Foundation. The ARG commissioned Paul Black and Dylan 
Wiliam of King’s College to conduct a review of the research on formative 
assessment (also with the support of the Nuffield Foundation). The review, 
“Assessment and Classroom Learning” (Black and Wiliam, 1998), drew 
upon 681 English-language articles relevant to formative assessment, 
including a number of controlled experiments. Their synthesis of the 
evidence showed significant gains in student learning in classrooms using 
formative assessment. 

While the Black and Wiliam article received attention among researchers 
and at the national educational policy level, the authors also wrote a short 
booklet, entitled Inside the Black Box (Black et al., 2002), aimed at teachers 
and policy makers, which described the research and drew out some of the 
policy implications of the research. This booklet has sold over 30 000 copies 
since its publication, and Black and Wiliam have given over 400 talks about 
their work in the last five years, addressing over 20 000 teachers directly. 
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Funding from the Nuffield Foundation supported Black and Wiliam in 
working intensively with 24 secondary-school teachers (12 mathematics and 
12 science teachers) in six schools in the nearby local authorities, where 
they knew there was both interest and organisational support for such a 
project. The King’s-Medway-Oxfordshire Formative Assessment Project 
(KMOFAP) began in January 1999 by introducing teachers to the research 
on formative assessment through a series of three one-day workshops over a 
six-month period, between which, they were encouraged to try out some 
innovations in their practice, and to plan the innovations they wanted to 
implement with one class in the following school year beginning in 
September 1999 (for further details of the project see Black and Wiliam in 
Part III of this study). Lord Williams’s School, featured here, participated in 
the KMOFAP study. Seven Kings High School, also included in this case 
study, developed partnerships with researchers at the University of 
Cambridge and King’s College through the Learning How to Learn Project 
(based at the University of Cambridge), and through a replication of the 
KMOFAP project in the local authority of Redbridge. The other two schools 
in this case study, Brighton Hill Community College and The Clere School, 
were part of another replication of the KMOFAP work undertaken by 
King’s College London team in Hampshire.  

The KMOFAP, Learning How to Learn and Hampshire stories are 
important not only because of what teachers and researchers have achieved 
in these schools, but also because national level policy makers have paid 
close attention to these projects – as well as other research by Black and 
Wiliam and ARG – to learn more about what works. The experiences of 
schools included in this case study hold implications for national strategies 
to scale-up with the use of formative assessment across schools in the 
United Kingdom. In addition, Black and Wiliam have continued to make 
regular presentations on their research findings to teachers throughout the 
United Kingdom, an approach they have found to be quite effective in 
raising practitioner interest in formative assessment. 

In 2002, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES), the 
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) and the Office of Standards 
in Education (OFSTED) adopted the Assessment Reform Group’s (ARG) 
interpretation of assessment for learning:   

Assessment for learning is the process of seeking and interpreting 
evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where 
they are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to 
get there. 
 

The Assessment for Learning (AfL) project aims to provide teachers, 
school heads, local education authorities and other stakeholders with 
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guidance and resources on the principles of good classroom assessment, as 
supported in research. The AfL campaign is perhaps the most visible 
national effort to promote the use of formative assessment in classrooms. 
Teachers are able to access a number of tools, background materials, and 
references on formative assessment from the DfES’s 
www.teachernet.gov.uk. Teachernet materials include sample lesson plans, a 
case study database, an online pupil achievement tracker, links to 
professional development opportunities, ARG materials describing the 
basics of good assessment practice and a national benchmark tool to help 
schools answer how well they are doing as compared to other schools. In 
addition, DfES’s The Research Informed Practice Site (TRIPS, 
www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research) makes available summaries of recent 
assessment for learning research written for teacher audiences. 

Changes to the Key Stage 3 (KS3) strategy for students in grades 7-9 
(ages 11 to 14) have also been an important part of the Ministry strategy for 
reforming teaching and learning in lower secondary schools. According to 
the DfES, the KS3 strategy, “… helps schools to improve standards by 
focusing on teaching and learning. It offers continuing professional 
development for subject teachers and school managers, plus consultancy, 
guidance and teaching materials” and encourages “engaging and well-paced 
lessons”.1 Several strands of the revised KS3 strategy were piloted between 
April 2000 and March 2002, and were introduced to schools on a national 
level in the 2002-03 school year.   

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The four case study schools partnered with researchers at the King’s 
Formative Assessment Programme in projects developed following 
publication of Black and Wiliam’s 1998 literature review on “Assessment and 
Classroom Learning”. Black, Wiliam and other King’s College researchers 
involved in the project (Lee, Harrison and Marshall) worked directly with 
teachers to develop and incorporate formative assessment methods into their 
daily classroom practice, and to measure the impact of the new teaching 
approaches by tracking the performance of their students with students in 
comparable classes at the same school (Black and Wiliam, 2003).   

Each participating school identified four to five teachers for the 
project – usually department heads who would be in a position to influence 
practice throughout their departments. Many of the teachers found that by 

                                                        
1 “Funding to Double over Next Two Years as Drive to Boost Standards in Secondary 

Schools Gains Pace – Blunkett”, 23 March 2001, News Centre, www.dfes.gov.uk 
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making little changes they could get some very convincing results from 
students. In the schools visited, programmes quickly scaled up.   

 

Some of the most striking features of the case study schools were:  

• Focus on the process of learning as well as the content of what 
students were being asked to learn. 

• Efforts to identify and put into practice more often those things 
that work well. 

• Greater attention to what students retain, rather than curriculum 
coverage. 

The research team tracked outcomes for the project, using a “local” 
design method that took advantage of available data to track progress. The 
details of their evaluation methodology are described in Black and Wiliam 
(2003). Researchers derived a standardised effect size for each class, with a 
median effect of 0.27, and mean effect size of 0.32. In practical terms, the 
researchers note, such improvements, “… if replicated across a whole 
school, … would raise the performance of a school at the 25th percentile of 
achievement nationally into the upper half”. 

This study includes four schools – one in Oxfordshire (Lord 
Williams’s), one in East London (Seven Kings High School), and two in 
Hampshire (Brighton Hill and The Clere School). The experiences of these 
schools are described below. 

CASE STUDY 1: LORD WILLIAMS’S SCHOOL 

Lord Williams’s School in Oxfordshire County serves 2 142 students 
between the ages of 11 and 19 (the school includes a 6th form, which caters 
to students preparing to enter university. Schools with 6th forms generally 
attract the best teachers in the system). There are 120 teachers at the school. 
Lord Williams’s School is bigger than the average secondary school (Office 
for Standards in Education, OFSTED, 2002). It is on a split campus, with 
two sites more than three kilometres apart.  

Four teachers from Lord Williams’s joined the King’s-Medway-
Oxfordshire Formative Assessment Project (KMOFAP) in early 2000. Each 
of the teachers involved in the KMOFAP had a lead role in his or her 
subject-department and played a strategic role in disseminating the lessons 
they were learning and the new techniques that had developed through the 
project with others in their departments.   
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Teaching and assessment at the school 

At the time of the case study visits, teachers at Lord Williams’s School 
said they were doing a variety of things differently than they would have 
even a few months earlier. Importantly, teachers say that their lesson plans 
now focus on the regulation of learning (what students learn in class), as 
opposed to the regulation of activity (what students do in class). A teacher 
notes, “Rather than thinking of which article in the newspaper or which page 
in the text I’m going to use, I’m really thinking of which formative 
assessment I’m going to use, or a bit of both. … But you’ve got to have the 
energy to do it.” 

Lessons are now more transparent. Teachers often set up learning 
objectives at the beginning of class. One teacher said, however, that she 
prefers not to always write up aims – instead, at end of lesson she asks, 
“what was the point of that lesson?”. Teachers also use criteria in a more 
systematic way. Students are also given criteria regarding teachers’ 
expectations for homework.   

Teachers may also share exemplars with students, asking them to look at 
the difference between a piece of work that would merit a D grade, and one 
that would merit an A grade. Usually, however, the teachers do not leave the 
exemplars of prior work with the students for too long, for fear that the 
students will just mimic the good work they’ve seen (although that may 
have its value, too, teachers note). 

Often, teachers will give students learning targets in science, 
mathematics, English and history classes. Each student will receive a 
different target, depending on what the teacher thinks individual students 
need to work on. Targets include goals such as: “use more variety in your 
vocabulary, use more conjunctions; check over your work more carefully” 
and so on.  

Teachers at Lord Williams’s School have given a lot of thought to their 
modes of questioning, for example, playing more emphasis on “why” 
questions so that students are forced to use their own logic to understand a 
concept. A teacher notes that “Sometimes you’ve got to start out with the 
difficult question first off, talk about fewer questions, in-depth. There is 
quite of bit caring about the answers, … how they get the answers …”. In 
the science department, teachers discovered that a very good task was to 
uncover students’ misconceptions. For example, teachers started asking 
students what would happen if chlorophyll stopped working, and discovered 
a common misconception – that all the world would be dark. Teachers have 
found that giving thinking time (the three second pause) has improved the 
quality of responses from students. Teachers also ask other class members to 
add to ideas discussed in class. 
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The Green/Amber/Red light strategy works well as a method for 
gauging student levels of understanding. Using this strategy, students will 
hold up a green card to indicate “yes I understand the concept”, amber for “I 
think I understand, but I’m not sure”, and red for “I don’t understand”. 
When students don’t understand, teachers take a variety of approaches. For 
example, they may reinforce the concept through repetition. Sometimes they 
will ask a peer to explain the answer – an approach they often find has 
worked well. At other times, the teacher will do a bit of scaffolding with the 
students, helping them to the point where the new concept starts to become 
clear. 

Students are now sometimes asked to mark their own work, or the work 
of their peers. However, they note, there are two issues with peer work. One 
is that the students have to be really well trained to do this. The other is that 
students have to understand the nature of the error when they are marking. 
Teachers often engineer the pairs, putting weak students with stronger 
students, depending on the task, or taking other dynamics into consideration. 
Peer marking takes more time, teachers note, and therefore takes time away 
from the curriculum. Some teachers would prefer to spend more time on 
content, particularly in the sciences, where the national curriculum is quite 
content-heavy. Many teachers have taken a closer look at the actual content 
they feel they most need to cover. They say the rush through curriculum is 
difficult. Most of the teachers interviewed for the case study said that it is 
more important to focus on quality than quantity in their classes. They also 
try to emphasise connections between lessons. 

Both teachers and students say that using formative assessment is quite 
different than what they have been used to. For the teachers, it involves 
“… running around the classroom, because you’re thinking, what have I 
taught, how do I pick this up, what do I need”. “In the past”, teachers say, 
“… it was the teacher speaking, I’m going to take you there, I’m going to 
see what I think you’ve picked up, what you haven’t picked up, and I’m 
going to teach you. It’s faster. The pace is faster. It is a much tighter 
regulation of learning”. 

These techniques have been quite useful in creating a safe environment 
for students to take risks and make mistakes in the classroom. The students 
report that “… it’s okay if we give wrong answers. That’s life. You learn 
more that way”. 

For teachers, an important part of the process has been making the good 
things they often do intuitively, more systematic. One teacher commented that 
“If you’re aware that you’re doing it, and you’re aware of why you’re doing it, 
rather than it just being a happy accident, then you’re more likely to acquire it. 
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It’s the same thing we have to do with marking. Being able to analyse the 
flaws is the first step pointing in the direction of solving the flaw”. 

Not all teachers in the school have bought in to formative assessment. 
Several teachers feel that they don’t need to change their teaching methods, 
or that it’s too much work. Those participating in the project observe that 
“You have to be quite a confident person to go into your classroom and do 
something completely different. If you’re struggling with the class anyway, 
or struggling with discipline, then you’re not going to put yourself in that 
position”. A significant number of teachers in the school have been getting 
an increasing number of children with behavioural difficulties, and lack 
adequate support to work well in these circumstances. If the teacher is not in 
a position to manage a classroom discussion, then trying to change teaching 
methods isn’t necessarily going to help, teachers say. These “more 
confident” teachers note that they still have a hard time “providing high 
quality” formative assessment with some of their classes.  

Teachers also noted that they do not see formative assessment as a 
panacea, nor as a special programme. Rather, they see formative assessment 
as being about the nature of the relationship between the teacher and the 
learner. It has been helpful with other very good and important innovations 
they are involved in at the school. 

Significant changes in the curriculum for Key Stage 3 have provided 
another very important push for change. The new Key Stage 3 curriculum 
embeds guidance on the use of formative assessment in nationally 
distributed materials. Teachers note that while they had to re-write 
curriculum to make things work with the new guidance, they already had 
staff well-trained in formative assessment, so the new schemes were easily 
adapted at the school.  

Creating conditions  

The current Lord Williams’s head teacher joined the school in 
September 2000 – just as teachers and managers were talking about bringing 
formative assessment methods to classrooms throughout the school (the 
prior head teacher had initiated Lord Williams’s involvement in with 
KMOFAP). At the beginning of his tenure, the incoming head teacher 
comments that he observed a strong focus on teaching and learning at the 
school, and was happy to support directions chosen by the faculties. 

Because Lord Williams’s is a big school, the head teacher comments, he 
has relied heavily on his management team, and on initiatives from teachers 
and departments. He sees the high calibre of middle management as having 
been very important to Lord Williams’s success. Middle managers at the 
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school have a high degree of autonomy, and teachers also “have permission 
to be innovative”.  

There are a number of indicators of a strong school culture including 
peer-to-peer professional development. Several key informants pointed to 
the fact that the school is big as being important to this culture. Because 
teachers often have to teach outside their own specialist areas, specialist 
teachers in departments develop and share valid “schemes of work” to 
support the non-specialist teachers. For example, two different teachers 
teaching an English module will follow the same sequence, using the same 
or similar resources. This type of sharing also happens within the humanities 
and science faculties. Within departments teachers are all expected to 
contribute to and follow the schemes of work – which also make their own 
work easier. Teachers have confidence in the quality of the schemes of 
work.  

Many of the faculty do not have that much in common so teaching is the 
thing people at Lord Williams’s talk about. According to teachers at the 
school, a lot of dissemination has happened informally by talking to people 
in the staff room. There is an atmosphere of collaboration and consistency in 
practices in each faculty, and between faculties, so ideas from even small-
scale projects spread. 

Whole school inset days (that is, time set aside for professional 
development and whole-school discussions) have also been quite important, 
as teachers will make presentations on what they’ve done – including the 
meeting where formative assessment was discussed and subsequently taken 
on as a whole school focus. 

The initiative to focus on formative assessment across the school came 
shortly after the core group of teachers began working with the KMOFAP, 
at a September 2000 inset meeting. Teachers had seen Black and Wiliam 
present their research to the whole school, had heard about what the Lord 
Williams’s teachers involved in the KMOFAP were working on, and had 
been impressed by their enthusiasm as well as reports that their methods 
were working well with students. The timing for KMOFAP also appeared to 
be right: teachers at the school had been focusing on teaching and learning 
for several years. KMOFAP made sense to a lot of the teachers at the school, 
and therefore, very quickly scaled-up from a core group of four teachers to 
whole-school involvement.  

The four teachers participating in the KMOFAP believe that the model 
of having a core group working with the King’s College researchers has 
worked well. They comment that “sitting there and sharing our ideas is 
training. It is invaluable to hear about how other people have been 
experiencing the practice”. However, they were surprised that they were 
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actually “inventing” teaching methods as they went along. “What we were 
kind of expecting was, ‘this is formative assessment, here’s how you do it’. 
What we found is that we were kind of working it out together. That’s the 
impression we got.”  

CASE STUDY 2: SEVEN KINGS HIGH SCHOOL 

Seven Kings High School, in the east London Borough of Redbridge, 
serves 1 292 students between the ages of 11 and 19. There are 376 students 
in the school’s comparatively large sixth form. 

During the 2001-02 school year, Seven Kings High School attained 
notice as having the second highest level of “value-added” in the country. 
All students attending the school, including special education and bilingual 
students, were entered into the exams (75% of the students are bilingual, and 
2.5% of students have statements of special educational needs). The school 
has “Beacon/Specialist School” status, which means that it has been 
identified as among the best performing in the country, and charged with 
sharing effective practice with other schools.   

Seven Kings was part of the Learning How to Learn project of the 
University of Cambridge in 2002 (and involving some King’s College, 
London researchers from the KMOFAP project, including Black, Wiliam 
and Marshall). The project has quickly scaled up, and teachers are now 
using formative assessment strategies throughout the school. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Prior to the introduction of formative assessment in classrooms, Seven 
Kings was already a very strong school. Teachers nevertheless have 
continued to seek ways to improve their practice. Some of the things that 
they are doing differently now are: 

• Providing students with criteria for a good piece of work before 
they actually receive an assignment. Before, teachers would mark 
a piece of work, and then tell students the basis on which they had 
been marked.   

• Making sure that students feel safe to take risks. One teacher notes 
that he asks students to write down their ideas, share them as a 
pair, and then share ideas with the whole class.   

• Organising more group-work and more discussion-based activities. 
A science teacher says that they probably did not do as much of that 
in science before, but that formative assessment forces the teacher 
to do more questioning and to get students to talk. 
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• Having students mark their own and each other’s work, and they have 
a better idea now of what they’re looking for than they did before.   

• Not giving students marks. One teacher noted that in the past she 
wouldn’t write anything on student papers, or if she did, the 
students would just look at the grade and ignore the comments.  

Teachers say that integrating formative assessment into their teaching 
has involved a process. They have had to think about how to prioritise what 
they will cover in the curriculum; using formative assessment in the 
classroom can take time away from the curriculum (although teachers 
commented that they do not see it as more time-consuming in terms of their 
own planning). Teachers have found that they have given more attention to 
what students are retaining, rather than trying to rush through the 
curriculum. Finally, they note that new Key Stage 3 requirements have 
forced them to re-think how they use assessment in their classrooms. 

Teachers note several indicators of improvements resulting from using 
formative assessment. For example: 

• Teachers feel that they get different and much better products 
from their students now that they share information before the 
students work on their assignments. 

• In classroom discussions, students are more confident that they’ve 
got something to share if they’ve thought it out and shared with a 
partner first. Students are also doing a better job of presentation. 

• Teachers comment that students are doing more in the classroom, 
and pay attention to the criteria for a good piece of work much 
more than they used to. Teachers also feel that, in the absence of 
marks, students are doing much better because they actually read 
the comments on what they are doing well and how they can 
improve their work. 

• Teachers as well as the students share the language about 
formative assessment. 

In January 2002, the Office of Standards in Education (OFSTED) 
highlighted several strengths at Seven Kings, reporting that: 

“… Standards of attainment are high and pupils’ achievements are 
excellent across the whole range of ability in comparison with 
similar schools. … The school constantly reflects on and reviews 
its provision to improve it further. The full integration of pupils 
from different ethnic origins and groups into the school – including 
pupils with special educational needs, pupils with physical 
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disabilities and those with refugee status – has produced a very 
harmonious community that is dedicated to high achievement. 
Pupils are achieving at a very high level when compared with 
pupils with a similar starting point”. (OFSTED, p. 8) 

Creating conditions   

The head teacher at Seven Kings has been at the school since 1985 and 
has seen the school through a number of changes and experiments in 
teaching and learning. He notes that early in his career at Seven Kings, there 
was not a culture of class observation – typical of English schools at the 
time. Moreover, he claims, nobody believed that teachers made a difference.  

The head teacher believes that the 1988 Education Reform Act, while 
painful, encouraged a number of positive changes in schools. The best 
changes, he notes, were in the ability to manage the school’s own resources. 
The use of data, as encouraged by school reforms over the last 15 years, has 
also been important. In the past, he says, the culture of the school was to “let 
a thousand flowers bloom”. No one looked at data to see if innovations were 
really working or not.   

Over the period of his tenure, the head teacher has encouraged the 
development of a strong management team. The former deputy head teacher 
was responsible for getting the school involved with KMOFAP. The project 
has been important to school-wide discussion on what teaching and 
assessment should look like.  

The head teacher and his management team have tried to ask questions, 
and to put things on the agenda in order to lead change. For example, they 
have asked teachers what their aspirations would be in two years time. They 
have also created expectations for high quality teaching, and have followed 
up by looking at student outcomes. In 1993, the head teacher established 
baseline standards which he expects all teachers to observe (and not just a 
cluster of teachers involved in an innovation). Most people want to do well, 
he comments, so they will try to meet the expectations set out. In turn, 
teachers have developed high expectations as to the type of training they 
will get, and the kinds of speakers they will have for the teacher inset days. 
The leadership and management feel they need to deliver (if they don’t, they 
hear about it).   

Other strategies for encouraging change in the school have included: 

• Insisting that teachers set homework assignments at the beginning 
of lessons (and ensuring that the assignments are directly related 
to the lesson). This strategy has allowed more students to do well 
on assignments (in the past, underachieving students often left the 
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classroom not knowing what they were expected to do for 
homework, or how to do it), thus building student confidence. 

• Supporting school-based research for up to 12 staff a year. Their 
projects must be approved as being of benefit to the school.  

• Creating opportunities for teachers to learn from each other about 
what types of pilots and projects they are trying in their 
departments. There has been a “buzz” about formative assessment, 
so people have wanted to get involved. 

• Recruiting the best and the brightest for the school’s special 
education programme. These teachers have pioneered many 
changes at the school. 

• Using the school’s reconstruction project – bringing the formerly 
split school together on to one campus – as an opportunity to 
encourage seemingly unrelated changes in curriculum. The head 
teacher recounts that he told teachers, “we’re moving, so we have 
to think how we might address Religious Education differently in 
the future”. The bringing together of the two campuses also 
created a culture change for the school. 

While there are some staff offices at the school, teachers are encouraged 
to use the collective staff room. Teachers confirm that the school has a very 
“fertile culture”. They hold departmental meetings about 12 times a year. In 
order to keep the focus on teaching and learning and not on administrative 
issues, staff get notes on administrative matters so that they don’t have to 
spend time in departmental briefings. All teachers at the school participate in 
the AfL programme. 

CASE STUDY 3: BRIGHTON HILL COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

Brighton Hill Community College in Basingstoke, Hampshire serves 
1 250 students between the ages of 11 and 16. There are 75 teachers at the 
school. According to the most recent report (1998) of English inspectorate 
(OFSTED), the school is popular in the area, and “substantially over-
subscribed”. Students are primarily from middle-class homes, with 9% of 
students eligible for free school meals. In 1998, approximately 23% of 
students were on the school’s register of special educational needs (SEN). 
The OFSTED report noted that “[v]ery few students are from ethnic groups 
other than white”. (OFSTED, 1998, p. 9) 

Brighton Hill’s head teacher agrees with a 1998 OFSTED appraisal that 
assessment at Brighton Hill has been and still is a weak suit. And it is 
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perhaps for this reason that Brighton Hill signed on to the King’s Formative 
Assessment Programme in late Spring 2002.   

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Teachers at Brighton Hill use common strategies in classrooms. For 
example: 

• It is now common to share lesson objectives and criteria and 
standards for a good piece of work with students.   

• Teachers also use the “traffic light” strategy, asking students to 
hold up a green, amber or red sign to indicate they understand the 
concept, think they understand the concept but aren’t quite sure, or 
do not understand at all.   

• Teachers commonly use the “no hands up” approach across the 
school, where students are called upon at random rather than 
calling upon those students who put their hands up first. 

There is now wide use of peer-assessment across the school. Teachers 
note that it has taken some effort to train students in using peer-assessment. 
Several of the teachers commented that they initially found students to be 
very critical of each other. They developed the “two stars and a wish 
system” – where students were asked to find two things they liked in their 
peer’s work, and something they wish that person would improve in relation 
to the shared objectives of the work. 

Brighton Hill was not included in the original set of KMOFAP schools, 
but school managers were eager to be involved in the project, and asked for 
project leaders to consider taking on one more school. School leaders and 
teachers across the school have been enthusiastic about the project, and have 
not only scaled-up with good practices quite quickly, but have also started 
the process of considering what they will need to do to change the existing 
school culture, which has been heavily focused on student grades, to an 
emphasis on more frequent communication, including more specific 
feedback, with students and parents. The system of grade cards is under 
review. 

Teachers say that they have had to give time to including formative 
assessment in their classrooms and that they have had to give up some 
things. But, they have developed much stronger relationships with pupils.  

Creating conditions  

The deputy head teacher, who has been at the school for more than 
20 years, notes that the school has participated in a number of innovative 
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projects. She comments that no two years at the school have been the same. 
Many of the changes resulted from the Education Reform Act of 1998, which 
she believes have created positive changes in schools over time. For example, 
the staff sit down together to discuss policy changes, the subject leaders attend 
briefings at the Local Education Authority and they are responsible for sharing 
this information with their colleagues; and, the GCSE national tests have 
involved a large-scale national training programme. 

Teachers participating in the King’s Formative Assessment Programme 
are already having an impact throughout the school. Thus far, they have 
been able to influence the teaching practices of staff through word of mouth, 
observations, informal discussions, and departmental discussions. 

Teachers at Brighton Hill say that they are taking the formative 
assessment strategies on as extensions of their own personal teaching styles, 
selecting those “bits” that feel right for them. The English department uses 
Assessment for Learning strategies as a regular part of teaching practice. 

More recently, Brighton Hill has also been involved in a “High Impact 
Teaching” programme and implementation of the national Key Stage 3 and 
the literacy and numeracy strategies. Key Stage 3 has also helped to focus 
the effort to bring formative assessment to classrooms, and has provided 
practical suggestions about how to teach reading and learning.   

One of the biggest challenges at Brighton Hill has been to bring these 
various strategies together and make them coherent. School staff are also 
paying close attention to teacher workload, and trying to “… clear away the 
clutter”. Formative assessment has helped them to make sense of the various 
innovations in the school.   

In terms of ongoing professional development, every teacher is allowed five 
non-teaching periods per week, and soon, all teachers will reduce their teaching 
time from 80% to 60% (this will be accomplished by bringing on more 
classroom assistants). With the reduction in teaching time, 40% of teachers’ 
time will thus be devoted to preparation of high quality teaching materials.   

School leaders are also placing more emphasis on classroom observation. 
Everyone at Brighton Hill has a line manager and is observed two to three 
times a year. They are also looking at having more peer-teacher assessment in 
the future. Brighton Hill became a training school in September 2003. The 
school leadership hopes to provide professional development with 
observation/classrooms and video. According to the head teacher, Brighton 
Hill is trying to grow talent in response to teacher shortages. 
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CASE STUDY 4: THE CLERE SCHOOL 

The Clere School, a rural school in Hampshire Country, Southeast England, 
has 530 students between the ages of 11 and 16 years. According to the most 
recent report of OFSTED (November 2000), there are an “average number of 
pupils with special educational needs and very few pupils from minority ethnic 
groups. A high proportion of pupils attend the school from a large number of 
dispersed communities who rely on buses to get to and from school”. 

OFSTED inspectors note that the previous report (1996) had been quite 
critical of the school, but that “[s]ince then, and particularly in 
September 2000, there has been a high staff turnover caused in the main by 
the school’s effective improvement strategies”. (OFSTED, p. 7) The school 
is now one of the schools of choice in the region.   

Joining in September 2001, The Clere School is among the most recent 
members of the KMOFAP, but drew whole-school interest almost from the 
beginning of the project.   

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Five volunteer teachers at The Clere School have been working with 
researchers from King’s College, including three science teachers, one drama 
teacher and one English teacher since early 2002. Two teachers involved in 
the core group are fairly new to teaching. One has just completed his first year 
of teaching, the other has been teaching for five years. The two note that in 
their teacher training, formative assessment did not receive a lot of attention. 
Instead, they had studied formative assessment from a political viewpoint. Nor 
did they receive much guidance about how to assign marks in their teacher 
practice – they were merely asked to mark according to the schemes already 
being used by the teacher with whom they were assigned for their practice. 
The practical ideas they are developing with researchers at the King’s 
Formative Assessment Programme are thus very new to these young teachers. 

The Assistant Headteacher notes that, in many ways, the project has 
helped to “… build on the experience of the teachers participating in the 
project, reinforced things we were doing instinctively and put a label on it”. 
They clarified and categorised their teaching methods. Then, they were 
asked to look at the difference the variety of methods made in student 
learning.  

Teachers are using several creative formative assessment strategies in 
their classrooms. For example:  

• One teacher says that he uses the students’ questions on tests 
(although students tend to ask a lot of closed questions).   
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• Teachers use “feed forward” methods so pupils know what 
objectives of each class are. 

• One of the teachers mentioned that he will often ask two pupils to 
run the end-of-lesson plenary – to give a summary of the topic and 
to ask three or four questions to the rest of the pupils. This method 
prompts work well, he says. 

• When pupils do not understand, teachers often revise with the 
traffic light (as do teachers at several of the schools working with 
researchers at the King’s Formative Assessment Programme). 
Teachers will spend longer with the students who show more 
amber. The majority of the students said they are now clearer 
about what they need to understand. The whole school has now 
adopted the traffic light approach.   

• Teachers are including time for more frequent student peer-
assessment.  

• Teachers are trying to increase time for students to answer 
questions. They comment that this is one of the harder things to 
do, as they find it is difficult not to jump in themselves during 
gaps in the discussion.     

Teachers say that they also make efforts not to be too formulaic. They 
step back and think about what works with the methods (for example, they 
like sharing objectives because pupils tend to take control of their learning). 
Teachers feel they “own the methods” when they had a better understanding 
of the effect of what they were doing in classrooms. Teachers also comment 
that in the past they would have been focusing on creating opportunities for 
learning, rather than managing classroom activities.  

Creating conditions  

At the time of the case study, the school was awaiting appointment of a 
new head teacher. The former head teacher was proactive about promoting 
innovation at the school and the school’s management team continued with 
reforms the former head teacher started, including work with the KMOFAP. 
The Assistant Headteacher has taken on the leadership position in the 
interim and is moving forward with efforts to scale-up with formative 
assessment throughout the school. 

An important aspect of the reform and of their communication with each 
other, the Assistant Headteacher believes, has been the teachers’ sophisticated 
use of data. Teachers get a data booklet which includes IQ test scores, Key 
Stage 2 test scores plus current performance as of their last report as a record 
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of each student’s prior achievement. Teachers look at whether there are 
potential problems or challenges, and create a historical plot of the student’s 
past progress. Individual departments then set out criteria for success and also 
set numerical targets for what they hope students will achieve on summative 
assessments, and use a regression model to predict the minimum GCSE level 
students should be able to achieve. There is also an extraordinarily high level 
of information technology at the school to use data.   

The school management team has also asked teachers to use data to be 
more strategic in their teaching. Management have put data into staff hands 
and asked what questions the data raise. The Assistant Headteacher notes 
that when teachers become skilled at interpreting data, some things leap out. 
Looking at the data is also a form of triangulation, so even if teachers can 
automatically predict performance of all their students, it helps to have their 
views confirmed by the data. The Assistant Headteacher likens the process 
to statistical process control in Total Quality Management models. School 
managers also follow the data to ensure that important factors are being 
dealt with, and that students are making progress as they should.   

There is also a systematic interaction between the tutor and the senior 
staff (each English school has a pastoral department charged with taking 
care of individual students’ social needs). The academic staff heads of 
department and head of year oversee the social welfare of the group. The 
pastoral team is keen to look at the progress students should make – not just 
limiting their view to the students’ behaviour. The pastoral staff also ensure 
that students in need receive mentoring.  

School leaders want to bring formative assessment to classrooms across 
the school as quickly as possible. The Assistant Headteacher has helped to 
prepare the ground for scaling-up the assessment through the annual cycle of 
school improvement planning. She asked teachers ahead of time to think about 
how they assess students and to identify some of the strategies they use. Prof 
Dylan Wiliam led a staff inset day during which teachers talked about the 
formative assessment strategies they use now, or could use. Teachers were 
asked to quantify what they said they were going to do, and how it worked 
out. The Assistant Headteacher then asked teachers to start with simple 
formative technique(s), and to discuss their efforts with other teachers.  

This approach, the Assistant Headteacher explains, was intended to 
introduce formative assessment “not as another initiative … [but as] 
… something that could be really useful, and that was part of what they are 
already doing [in classrooms]”. She noted that she did not want teachers to 
think that they should throw years of books and marks out the window. 
Moreover, she said, she wanted to send the message to teachers that they are 
already quite good, but need to be better at some things. The Assistant 
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Headteacher believes that motivation is what’s best for teachers, commenting 
that “They can’t make progress if they are not happy”. Logistically, teachers 
have also been helped by having a lowered classroom load. 

The Assistant Headteacher hopes to create a “buzz” about formative 
assessment throughout the school. She asked teachers to make presentations 
on what they were doing with formative assessment when all teachers are 
involved in developing the school improvement plan in September. With this 
kind of attention, it is difficult for those teachers to pretend that they are using 
formative assessment if they are not. The 2003/06 School Improvement Plan 
now includes Assessment for Learning as a Key Issue and this means all 
departments have a commitment and responsibility for development.  
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Finland: Emphasising Development instead of 
Competition and Comparison 

by 
Joke Voogt, University of Twente 

Helena Kasurinen, Finnish National Board of Education 

OVERVIEW 

Finland does not have an inspectorate, and does not sponsor national 
examinations, except for the matriculation examination at the end of upper 
secondary general education. Instead, the National Board of Education 
tracks school quality through random sample evaluations of different 
subjects in each comprehensive school every third year. The results of these 
evaluations provide information on the quality of learning outcomes, and are 
utilised in ongoing development of the education system and core curricula, 
as well as in practical teaching work. The Act for Comprehensive Education 
(628/1998) encourages local and school-level self-evaluation. At the 
municipal level, evaluations focus on financial accountability and whether 
and how schools are meeting local educational and cultural objectives. The 
same Act and the national core curriculum for comprehensive education 
(1998) encourage the development of students’ self-assessment skills. 

The growing importance of self-evaluation at the institutional level has 
also resulted in attention for student self-assessment. The main idea behind 
school evaluation and student self-assessment is that it is more important to 
focus on development than to compare your school or yourself with other 
schools or students. The process of student self-assessment and school-
evaluation is as important as the outcomes are, because they will inform 
further development.  

The National Board of Education has formulated the main principles for 
student assessment in Finnish comprehensive schools:  

• Assessment of study skills, working skills and behaviour should 
be individual, truthful and versatile. 

• Feedback should support the development of self-knowledge and 
motivation of the pupil. 



150 – FINLAND 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – 92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

• Learning-to-learn, learning to set goals for learning, and studying 
and working at school have been understood to be key 
competencies for lifelong learning. 

• Assessment is considered to be a tool to counsel and support 
studying and learning, and development of the pupil’s self-
assessment skills. 

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The Finnish educational system’s emphasis on development instead of 
competition and comparison, is striking. The two case study schools, 
Tikkakoski and Meilhati Upper Comprehensive Schools, are clearly applying 
this philosophy in their approaches to teaching, learning and assessment. A 
focus on student self-evaluation is intended to help students to feel responsible 
for their own learning, and to be aware of the process of learning (not just the 
outcomes), and their own development. The focus on self-evaluation also 
reflects a more general philosophy in the Finnish educational system, that it is 
more important to focus on development than comparison. 

CASE STUDY 1: TIKKAKOSKI UPPER COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL 

Tikkakoski Upper Comprehensive School (grades 7-9) has 278 students 
and 31 teachers. It is a rural school in Central Finland. Class size is generally 
between 15 and 20 students. The students in the school come from a variety of 
socio-economic backgrounds. Only a very few students are not of Finnish 
origin. There is little student and teacher mobility at the school. In this part of 
Finland, there is a healthy supply of teachers. About 40% of the students 
finishing comprehensive school go on to vocational schools, and about 60% 
go on to general upper secondary education. Only a few students go to the 
combined vocational/general track. Students from Tikkakoski are usually 
accepted to the school of their choice for further studies.  

Tikkakoski upper comprehensive is a tidy, well organised school with an 
open atmosphere between students and teachers. The school principal knows 
each student by name. Teacher-student interaction is very easy. Students call 
their teachers’ by their first names. One of the students interviewed for the 
case study mentioned the spirit of togetherness in the school. 
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Teaching and assessment at the school 

Technical work and arts 

In skill-oriented classes the lessons usually start with five to ten minutes 
of whole classroom instruction during which the teacher explains what the 
students should work on, and what is considered important for the lesson. 
For instance, during a classroom observation conducted for the case study, 
the art teacher explained that, in the short movie the students were to make 
for the lessons, the flow of the story and the camera positions were 
important, but, at this point, not the acting. In the technical class observed, 
the assignment (to make a wooden frame) was written on a large piece of 
paper in front of the class, along with steps necessary for completing the 
product. The teachers provide this kind of information to help the students to 
focus their effort and not to lose a lot of time on less important elements of 
the assignment. Depending on the assignment the students work individually 
or in small groups. In the technical classroom students work in their own 
pace in finishing a task.  

The technical work teacher as well as the art teacher walked around 
helping students or discussing the quality of work with the students. Students 
were asked to take part in assessment of the quality of their work. For 
example, when one student had finished her product (the wooden frame), the 
teacher first asked her to evaluate the quality of the product, and to give 
herself a grade. The teacher gave the student her grade only after the student 
had made her own assessment. The teacher commented afterwards that this is 
the usual way of working. If there are differences in grading between teachers 
and students, they are discussed. In this way students learn to understand the 
criteria for a good piece of work. The technical work teacher emphasises that 
it is not only the quality of the product that matters, but also the learning 
process. Therefore he emphasises that the way students work, and the ability 
to reflect on that is essential for the student’s development.  

Academic lessons (maths, Finnish and foreign language)  

In academically-oriented classes, teachers usually conduct whole-class 
instruction for about 10-15 minutes on central topic of the lesson. In the 
classes observed, students asked questions even during this lecture period. 
Following direct instruction, the students are given an in-class assignment. 
They work individually, but are allowed to discuss the assignment with 
peers. In a class observed for the case study, quite a few students discussed 
the assignment with peers, but others preferred to work alone. The teachers 
walked around and gave help whenever asked. The students could check 
their work in the student key-book. If the answer was wrong the student 
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could ask the teacher or their peers for help. The teachers in these classes 
considered following students’ learning processes to be more important than 
the students’ final product.   

At Tikkakoski, students are also responsible for their own learning. 
Students are encouraged to be both active and interactive (i.e., to ask their 
peers for help). “Sometimes peers can better explain concepts than I can do 
as a teacher”, one of the teachers commented. Many subjects, particularly 
foreign languages, promote student self-pacing.  

Teachers working in different subject domains (e.g., Finnish, foreign 
language, maths, etc.) have developed their own approaches to tracking 
student progress. The language teachers, for instance, said that they do not 
test that much, but talk to the students frequently during the lessons. The 
maths teachers, on the other hand, use frequent short tests – once a week – 
to see what problems students have understood. Teachers try to give 
feedback on the tests as soon as possible – when possible, in the next class. 
General problems are discussed with the whole class and more specific 
problems are discussed with individual students, during the time that 
students work individually on assignments.  

A few students with severe problems in a subject get extra help in 
separate classes. Students with less severe problems can take advantage of 
individual remediation instead of optional remedial courses. The 
organisation of the lessons (little time spent on whole classroom instruction; 
most of the time spent on working on assignments/exercises) and the 
relatively small class size, provide teachers with enough time to interact 
with individual students. Teachers work with students for three consecutive 
years, and deal with a small number of classes per term. They have a chance 
to know their students very well – socially, emotionally and cognitively. 
Students say they appreciate that their teachers are always willing to help 
them when they have difficulties with a subject, even before or after school 
hours. In all lessons observed, the students were really on task! 

The examples presented above show what the teachers in Tikkakoski 
consider important in their teaching. They emphasise that: 

• Frequent feedback is important. 

• It is important to know your students and their development well. 

• The organisation of the learning environment is very helpful to get 
to know the students better. 

Teachers hope that they can communicate to the students that learning is 
fun through their own enthusiasm. 
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Organising the class schedule to better facilitate learning 

Instead of courses that run throughout the school year, courses are 
offered in five periods of seven weeks each. Each teacher has only four or 
five different classes a week and a student has only three to four different 
teachers a week for the academic subjects. Practical subjects (technical 
work, arts, textile work) are taught throughout the school year. In this way, 
contact between students and teachers is intensified, and they get to know 
each other better. 

To limit the workload for students, theoretical and practical/optional 
subjects are balanced in the timetable. Each day, all students have three or at 
the most four theoretical and one practical/optional subjects. Not all subjects 
are covered in every term (due to the course system), so there is variety in 
the schedule. The students say that they like this approach, and that they are 
able to concentrate better. Students also appreciate that they are allowed 
many choices for optional courses. 

Teachers at Tikkakoski Upper Comprehensive School are critical of the 
national curriculum changes that are being introduced between 2003 and 
2006. The principal of Tikkakoski thinks that the new curriculum allows less 
flexibility, and that there will be less room for practical subjects (such as 
technical work, home economics and textile work) and remediation. The 
new national curriculum prescribes per subject teaching hours and defines 
criteria for assigning “mark 8”.1  

Student self-assessment 

In 1994, Tikkakoski Upper Comprehensive School participated in a pilot 
for the then new national curriculum. As part of this project, the school 
developed a self-evaluation system. The school has continued to use and 
develop self-evaluation since then. Self-evaluation has become even more 
important over time, not only at the school and teacher level, but also at the 
student level.  

In the philosophy of the school, self-assessment implies that one is 
responsible for his or her own learning (the student), his or her teaching (the 
teacher). Teachers and students are also responsible for creating the 
appropriate conditions for successful teaching and learning.  

Acquiring skills to learn as compared to things to learn is an important 
element of the approach to curriculum and assessment in Tikkakoski. 

                                                        
1 Marks are given between 4-10: 4 =fail; 5=basic effort; 6=poor; 7=average; 8=good; 9 and 

10 are excellent; in the present curriculum schools themselves decide where “mark 8” 
stands for.  
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Therefore, assessment should focus not only on student performance, but 
also on the development of learning-to-learn skills.2 Tikkakoski’s system of 
student self-assessment attempts to reflect student development. The 
principal and the teachers do not want to limit the concept of assessment to 
student performance only.  

Since the 2001-02 school year, the school has used a system for student 
self-assessment based on course reports. At the end of each seven-week 
period the students get a course report (the school has divided the school-
year in five periods of seven weeks each). The self-assessment plays an 
important part in this official course report. Students determine the grade 
they expect in each subject, assess their study habits, their behaviour and 
participation during lessons and whether they have completed homework. 
The students use a common marking system for filling in the form. The 
marking system makes it easier for students, teachers and parents to interpret 
the form. After having filled in their own mark, the students receive a mark 
from the teacher. If there is a difference of two points or more, a discussion 
between student and teacher takes place. For the majority of the students 
their own grade and their teacher’s grade match pretty well. The course 
report also includes previous assessments, enabling the student to follow his 
or her development. According to the principal most students seem to be 
able to estimate quite well how they have developed. Frequent feedback 
during lessons is likely helpful here, as well. If the course report shows that 
a student is failing in a subject he or she is responsible for initiating 
discussion with the teacher, and seeking additional help.  

Self-evaluation form for students in Tikkakoski 

Subject Course grade Study habits Learning 
development  

Student’s grade 

Mother tongue     
Maths     
Etc.     

 
Since the 2002-03 school year, parents, students and the home teacher 

make an extensive evaluation of the student’s development at least once a 
                                                        
2  The term formative assessment is not used so much in Tikkakoski although in practice it is 

considered an essential evaluation method to inform teachers and students. Formative 
assessment may consist of hard data, but more often and more importantly of “tacit 
knowledge”, i.e. knowledge that both the teacher and student obtain through discussion, 
reflection and experience. Self-evaluation has an important role in the formative assessment 
system used.  
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year. One (very active and concerned) parent noted this evaluation system 
has helped her daughter to take on responsibility for her learning. For the 
parent, it is a reason to talk with her child about her progress. She very much 
appreciates that parents get informed about the progress of their children 
five times per year, which is much more than the usual case of a brief talk 
with the home teacher twice a year. This parent was surprised at how 
realistically her child could grade herself. The students interviewed also said 
that they appreciated the frequency of the course reports, because they could 
then easily follow their own development.  

Creating conditions  

According to the school principal, who started nine years ago, it is 
important to build a school culture that is a learning environment for all that 
are part of it (students and teachers). Within this culture there is a lot of 
attention for the individual learner. The school culture is made explicit to 
students, parents and teachers, so that everyone is aware of their freedom 
and responsibilities. At Tikkakoski, not only cognitive knowledge and skills 
are important, but also “growing up” and learning-to-learn skills.  

The principal emphasises that the organisation of the curriculum and the 
assessment system are important to the school culture. 

The principal has a clear vision on how the school should develop and 
how this can happen. His principles for leadership of the school can be 
summarised as follows: 

• Communication between all involved in the school (teachers and 
students) is crucial. 

• Decisions are made together.  

• Change occurs in small steps. 

• Solutions for problems need to be simple and logical. 

• Barriers are sometimes resources. 

There is a lot of formal (e.g. in the teacher teams) and informal 
communication among teachers and between teachers and students in 
the school.  

Teachers and other personnel are part of a team. There are four subject 
matter teams, one team is responsible for student care and one for support 
services. All teams meet once a week. Each team appoints a team leader 
who discusses the plans with the principal. Team leaders rotate every other 
year, so that every teacher gets his or her turn. The teams are an important 
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component of the school organisation. Co-operation between teachers 
(particularly those teaching different subjects) is encouraged, but not forced. 
Sometimes there are multi-disciplinary projects. Teachers working in the 
various subject areas talk about their teaching, but again they are not forced 
to do so.  

Social cohesion is seen as an important condition for learning in 
Tikkakoski. Therefore students are part of a fixed group of not more than 
20 students. These groups are together for about 20 of the total 30 weekly 
lessons. The groups stay together for three years and during this time they 
have the same teacher for each specific subject. This approach strengthens 
the relationship between students and teachers, and also between students. 
Both teachers and students appreciate this approach. Information gathered in 
student interviews and school evaluations make it clear that students like to 
go to school and that they are motivated.  

Because of the fact that groups stay together for three consecutive years, 
there is a lot of attention to forming stable groups when students enter the 
school in grade 7. Teachers, parents and students from grade 6 are 
consulted. Based on these consultations socio-grams are built. The social 
worker and the student counsellor make a proposal for composition of the 
grade 7 groups. The proposal is discussed with the principal and the class 
and subject teachers. The purpose of this process is to form groups that will 
help the learning of the individual student. Group composition is not based 
on performance level. 

The school strategy appears to be quite effective. In Spring 2003, all 
students in the final grade were accepted for further studies. Eighty-
six per cent received a place in their first choice option. In addition, national 
tests consistently show that the school’s results are above the average and 
that there are very few poor performers at the school. Comparison with 
neighbouring upper comprehensive schools has shown that Tikkakoski’s 
assessment scales are at the average – students do not get their grades too 
easily or with too much difficulty.   

CASE STUDY 2: MEILAHTI UPPER COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL 

Meilahti Upper Comprehensive School (grades 7-10) has 383 students 
and 48 teachers. The school is located in the centre of Helsinki and 
specialises in visual arts. About 10% of the students are not of Finnish 
origin. Most of these students come from Russia and Somalia. There is little 
student and teacher mobility. 

There are several special classes in Meilahti: visual arts (since 1988), 
music (since 1999), mathematics and science (since 1999), sports (since 
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1999) and a Swedish immersion class. Since 2000, the school has supported 
one class with mentally handicapped children. After grade 9, 60% of 
students from Meilahti go to senior high, and the remaining 40% go to 
vocational school. Only a few students (17 in school year 2002-03) stay in 
the 10th grade. These are the most challenging students, because they tend 
not to be motivated to study and often have very poor study habits.  

Teaching and assessment at the school 

A range of approaches to integrating formative assessment into 
everyday practice  

The teaching strategies practiced at Meilahti Upper Comprehensive 
School vary. Some teachers use self- and peer-assessment in their lessons, 
others don’t. Some teachers use small group work, but other teachers prefer 
whole classroom instruction. The way teachers are teaching depends on 
what they feel comfortable with, and is part of each teacher’s individual 
routine. The teachers are not often challenged to experiment with new 
approaches. Below are some examples of teaching strategies used by 
different teachers: 

• The Finnish-language teacher (who is also the vice-principal) 
provides quite a bit of time for student self- and peer evaluation 
during lessons. For instance when the students write stories the 
teacher asks the students to read and evaluate each others’ stories 
using guidelines provided. The teacher also gives comments to the 
students. During oral presentations (required of each at least once 
during the school year), all students have to fill in a feedback form 
about the presentation.   

• The Finnish language teacher also tries to communicate with each 
pupil at least once during the lesson. Either during whole class 
discussion, during self-study time, or at the end of the lesson. 
During the case study observation the teacher asked questions 
about a text. Several (although not all) of the students were quite 
involved in the class and reacted spontaneously. However, not all 
students seemed involved in the activity. 

• The mathematics teacher uses a learning diary, where students 
note whether they did their homework. In this way she tries to 
make students feel responsible for their learning process. During 
the case study classroom observation the teacher checked the 
learning diary. One student had filled in that he had not done his 
homework, but that did not result in any follow-up. During her 
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maths lessons, the teacher prefers whole class instruction. 
According to this teacher, maths is not usually appropriate for 
group work. However, in chemistry and physics lessons she 
prefers to have students work in small groups.  

• The art teacher uses a portfolio for visual arts classes. In the 
portfolio the students write about their work and about the process 
of creating a particular piece of art. One of the two teachers asks 
the students to give themselves a mark before she gives a mark. 
Both art teachers discuss students’ work with them often. They 
also encourage students to discuss each other’s work. Sometimes 
work is discussed in the whole class. According to the teachers 
this is an important part of their lessons and it is important for the 
development of students’ personalities. The criteria for a good 
piece of art are based on guidelines which are defined in the 
school syllabus and national curriculum guidelines. The teachers 
explain to the students what criteria and skills are central when 
they discuss a particular piece of art. 

• The music and drama teacher co-operate often. These teachers use 
a lot of feedback strategies in their work. The music teacher 
explained that: “Students should learn how to give feedback to 
each other, because you need to be very careful about that. You 
need to create an atmosphere where students judge each other. 
Students also need to give grounds for their feedback. It should be 
critical but positive”. There are no grades for music or drama.  

• The drama teacher, who is also a Finnish language teacher, pays a lot 
of attention to the written comments she gives on the students’ 
writing. It is her experience that the students ask for such comments.  

• The foreign language teacher observes that she gives too much 
instruction, because the subject requires it. “In Foreign Language 
we have this burden on grammar, I can’t let that go. This forces 
me to give them instruction. I could not be very creative. I try to 
give them options in the assignments they make for homework. 
They can choose then for themselves.”  

• The physical education teacher gives the student clear goals, so they 
know what is expected of them. He considers team-work an 
important goal of physical education. In his lessons it is important 
that the students get along well, and that they work together as a 
group. “When there are problems I stop the game and talk about it.”  

• The use of tests differs per teacher and subject. But the teachers 
all say that tests are important. Teachers say that pupils want to 
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show what they know, and that tests help pupils to focus on what 
they have to do. The teachers say that students “… always 
compare themselves with the others. Tests motivate them. Then 
they make an effort”. Teachers create their own tests. According 
to the teachers, the tests that are part of the textbook are not 
always useful. The teachers emphasise that it is important to give 
the students feedback (they do that in the form of a written mark), 
and to discuss the mistakes. 

The students interviewed were somewhat critical of the school. 
According to the students, the teachers should pay more attention to student 
motivation. They say that student attitudes improve when the teacher is 
excited about the subject. Some teachers are enthusiastic, but others not. 
According to the students, not many teachers inform the students at the start 
of a course what they will do and what is expected from them. Most teachers 
in the school just start teaching. One of the students said that there is too 
much attention to learning through listening and watching instead of 
learning by doing. The students also expect teachers to be somewhat stricter 
toward students with behavioural problems. They say that it is sometimes 
very noisy in classrooms, and that students with behavioural problems are 
not always punished for their misbehaviour, while children without 
behavioural problems are punished when they have a bad day.  

Assessment 

The term formative assessment is not known (and so not used) at this 
school. Teachers at Meilhati emphasise student self-assessment and the 
development process of the individual student. The development process is 
viewed not only from the perspective of academic skills, but also in terms of 
students’ behaviour and attitude toward learning. 

Student self-assessment 

The school introduced an assessment of study habits in 1995, and the 
current system for self-assessment has been in place since 1999. The 
national curriculum also requires schools to focus on the development 
process of individual students, and that has been an important incentive for 
Meilahti to elaborate their own system. The current approach to self-
assessment was developed by one of the Meilhati teachers, and implemented 
after discussion in the teacher meeting. The self-evaluation system is not 
much related with ongoing assessment during lessons.  

Students are assessed four times a year. They get marks in the domains 
of knowledge, study habits and participation from each course teacher. In 
addition, teachers record absenteeism and tardiness. Usually teachers discuss 
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the marks with individual students. The school has a formal description as to 
what each mark means in the three domains. These descriptions are 
discussed at the teacher meeting, so there is a shared understanding among 
teachers of what the marks mean.  

During a course, the students and teachers fill in a small questionnaire 
about their study habits. In grade 7 the questionnaire is about their study 
habits and well-being in school and class, in grade 8, it is about their study 
habits and their behaviour, and in grade 9 it is about their study habits and 
their attitude toward learning. An example of the questionnaire for grade 7 is 
presented below. 

 
Self -evaluation of student habits after the first period in grade 7 
During this autumn my most important goal is: 
_________________________________________________________________ 
I achieved my goal: well __ pretty well __ badly __ 
These issues influenced ______________________________________________ 
I  
Work actively during lessons   
 Make my home-work  
Remember to take books and all I need with me  
Follow good habits  
Be in time in lessons  
Attend regularly lessons  
G= good   M= moderate  T= trying and practice needed 
Teacher comments: 
_________________________________________________ 
Marks: 
__________________________________________________________
_ 
Something else: 
____________________________________________________ 
Teacher signature 
Parents' comments: 
_________________________________________________ 
Parent's signature  

 

 
In the beginning the assessment was text-based, but teachers found that 

this was too much work. Now “marks” are given through a letter system: 
G (good), M (moderate), and T (trying and practice needed). According to 
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the teachers, students are realistic in their self-assessment. The assessments 
are shared with the parents, who can comment on them. Self-assessment is 
thus a basis for discussion about the student’s development between the 
home teacher, student and, when necessary, the parents.  

Home teachers hold primary responsibility for administration of the 
forms, and for communicating results to parents. According to the teachers 
the forms provide the students with a lot of information they think important 
for the students. They believe that helps the students to know how they are 
developing. One of the teachers said that the forms are a way to give 
feedback to the quieter students. Usually the noisy students get feedback on 
their behaviour, but the others, hardly ever. In the beginning the students did 
not take the process very seriously, but now everyone is used to filling out 
the forms. It is not so clear, however, how the information from the forms 
influences teaching practices. 

The several teachers interviewed had different reactions to the forms. 
One of the Finnish teachers uses the form as a basis for discussion with the 
students about their progress, because most of the students are interested in 
their grades. The foreign language teacher, on the other hand, does not find 
the assessment system very informative. The physical education teacher says 
that the questions are not relevant to his teaching.  

The students differ in their opinions about the assessment system. Some 
of them think that the assessment forms are useful, but the scale should be 
more detailed. Other students think that they are useless. The feedback of 
the teacher is useful, but not so much that they have to fill it in the form. 
According to the parents, the assessment forms are informative, particularly 
when the child does not tell the parents much about school. It is easier to 
follow the child’s grades as well as study habits with the assessment forms. 
Parents noted that students, particularly girls, tend to be self-critical. 

Creating conditions 

Meilhati has long been recognised for the way it takes care of students. 
The teachers are interested in the development of children. Parents appreciate 
that children with difficulties are welcome at the school. Not all Finnish 
schools provide such possibilities. The principal, who has been at the school 
for three years, sees her main role as preserving the good reputation of the 
school by creating a good atmosphere for teachers and students.  

According to the teachers the school has an open atmosphere. One of the 
teachers expressed it as follows: “We feel good to be here. There is a good 
positive atmosphere. The pupils are interested in learning, they succeed, they 
develop and that makes you happy”. The students also mention an easy 
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relationship with their teachers. They appreciate that each student gets equal 
attention, which they did not always experience in elementary school, because 
they said, in elementary school only the more talented got a lot of attention.  

Teachers meet as a group every week. During a recent meeting, teachers 
agreed that the main goal of the school is “learning” and that social goals are 
secondary. Among other things, teachers discussed students with 
behavioural or learning problems. Teachers teaching the same subjects share 
information about what they do in lessons informally. However, only a few 
teachers teaching different subjects (for instance the music and the drama 
teacher) co-operate.  

Teachers can take professional development courses if they wish, as 
long as the resources allow. However, there are no special incentives to 
participate in professional development activities. Currently, due to budget 
cuts from the Helsinki Board of Education, it is more difficult to find 
financial resources for professional development. 

Classes have no more than 20 students, often fewer. The school expects 
that class size will be bigger next year, because of the budget cuts of the 
Helsinki Board of Education. Each class has a home teacher who stays with 
the class through the ninth grade. Groups stay together, although teachers 
may change (except for the home teacher). All teachers appreciate the fact 
that a home teacher stays with a class during the whole school period, 
because the home teacher can get to know the student very well. “You see 
their development, in behaviour and in learning”, according to one of the 
teachers. Also the contact with the parents is much easier, because teachers 
know them for a long period of time.  

The parents interviewed said that the school has a good reputation. They 
appreciate that the school is not only selecting the most ambitious children, 
but taking a variety of children.3 Contact between the parents and the 
children’s home teacher is good. When there are any problems with 
children, either at home or in school, the parents or the home teacher easily 
contact each other (often through e-mail).  

                                                        
3  Finnish schools do not have a selection system for comprehensive education. Usually 

students are going to the most nearby school. In schools like Meilahti  which are specialised 
in certain subjects students can be selected, but only for the specialised classes.  
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Italy: A System in Transition* 
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OVERVIEW 

The 1962 unification of the lower secondary schools, and the extension 
of compulsory schooling through the age of 14 are perhaps the most 
significant innovations of Italian school policy in the post-World War II 
period. Work, including apprenticeship, was made illegal for children under 
the age of 15. Between 1962 and the early 1980s upper secondary school 
attendance tripled as an indirect consequence of the law, as well as the post-
War baby boom in Italy.  

Yet, the development of a single path for lower secondary school 
students has long been viewed as incomplete: while more students have had 
access to higher levels of education, schools have not provided the support 
necessary for students to succeed. Secondary schools have become a kind of 
“passing channel” between compulsory school and university. The rate of 
school failure also increased after 1962.  

In 1976, several Italian scholars succeeded in calling attention to the 
need for better assessment instruments as a way to fight school failure 
and to strengthen pedagogy, citing positive empirical results (see for 
example, Calonghi, 1976; Vertecchi, 1976). These researchers share a 
common conception of the school as a promoter of democracy and 
participation, and therefore advocated the development of assessment 
systems that avoid the selection and early exclusion of students, 
particularly students from the lower socio-economic classes. In 1977, the 
Italian parliament authorised legislation for the creation of a national 
“valuation form”.   

The valuation form was a key catalyst in influencing changes at the case 
study schools explored below. Nevertheless, Ministry officials note that 
teaching remains fairly traditional in the majority of schools, reporting that 

                                                        
*  Thanks to Marcella Deluca of the OECD for her contribution to the development of this report. 



164 – ITALY 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – 92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

“Active didactics, group work, cooperative learning are forms that are 
beginning to be more frequent in nursery and primary school, while they are 
still rare experiences in the secondary school …”. (MIUR, 2003, p. 109). 

The Italian parliament authorised a series of major reforms to the school 
system between 1997 and 2003. As a result of these reforms, the Ministry of 
Instruction and University Research (MIUR) is now in the process of 
developing new standards, tests, and systems for school and teacher 
evaluation. MIUR is also developing approaches to help teachers better tailor 
learning to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student body. 

Reforms authorised in March 2003 incorporate the principle of 
personalizzazione (personalisation) as a way to reinforce formative 
assessment in more Italian classrooms at the lower secondary level, as well as 
differentiation of curricular content and tasks to address learning and cultural 
differences and special educational needs. The bill emphasises the laboratorio 
didattico (learning laboratory) as a way to tailor teaching methods and to 
provide students with the chance to integrate learning from different classes. 
The bill also introduces the position of tutor/co-ordinator for each class. The 
co-ordinator is to be responsible for gathering data from students, talking with 
families, and lining up resources for students. This new role, which will be 
filled by individuals with teaching qualifications, may prove an important 
resource for helping create the conditions amenable to greater use of formative 
assessment teaching methods in more Italian classrooms.  

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

Between 1985 and 1995, the Michelangelo School was among a small 
number of schools selected by the Italian Ministry of Education to participate 
in a project to revise the national valuation form, which had been in use since 
1977. Several of the teachers who participated in the demonstration project 
recall that the experience of working on this project helped to shape a strong 
working relationship among them. In 1995, the current valuation form became 
a part of regular practice in Italian schools. Teachers at Bari have continued to 
discuss and revise their approaches to assessment since then. The school 
provides core classes as required by the national curriculum, and also has 
several optional classes. 

At the Testoni Fioravanti School, the valuation form helps to shape 
teaching and student assessment, as at the Michelango School. The school is 
also distinguished by the learning paths, developed following authorisation 
of a 1996 law allowing schools to increase teaching from thirty to thirty-
three hours per week, and creating greater curriculum flexibility. The three 
paths include: advanced studies in math and science; advanced studies in 
language; and, recuperation – or remediation – activities. Currently 55% of 
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the students in the school are enrolled in advanced, or empowerment, 
classes. The school is thus able to provide curricula that are partially but 
nevertheless significantly differentiated and tailored to student interests and 
needs. Seventy per cent of the students follow at least one additional activity 
during the afternoon.  

CASE STUDY 1: THE MICHELANGELO SCHOOL 

La scuola media statale Michelangelo, located in the City of Bari in 
southern Italy, is attended by children from high and middle-income 
families. There are 684 students at the school, and 26 students in each class 
(this is the legal limit for class size in Italy). The school is highly rated in the 
area and attracts students not only from the city, but also from nearby local 
government areas. 

The school provides core classes as required by the national curriculum, 
and also has several optional classes where students can pursue particular 
interests more deeply, such as journalism, health education, music, 
animation-dramatisation, chemistry; and so on. In Italy, students stay 
together as a class for the three years that they are in the lower secondary 
school. Incoming students are placed in heterogeneous groupings, so that 
each class includes students of varied abilities, personalities, and 
backgrounds. Students with disabilities are integrated into core classes (a 
common practice in Italy since the 1980s), and also have additional special 
education classes. There is a support teacher if there are students with 
disabilities in the core class.  

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Diagnostic assessment 

Students are assessed when they first enter the Michelangelo School. 
Assessment tests are used to gauge students’ abilities, acquired knowledge, 
and learning styles. Teachers use this information to shape their initial 
lesson plans, and to make sure that they have the right kinds of resources on 
hand to satisfy the variety of learning needs in the class.  

Using assessment data to enhance the learning process 

Interactions involved in the formative evaluation process are carried out 
with care. For example, if a student has difficulties in expressing an idea or 
an opinion verbally, the student is invited to represent it in the way that he or 
she prefers. In subsequent exercises, the student may be asked to go through 
a similar process, but to think about that image and express himself verbally.   
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Teachers comment that they are more concerned about enhancing the 
students’ learning process than they are about the result. They feel it is 
essential to have some kind of instrument to gather information about how 
each student is learning. For example, several of the teachers have 
developed personalised booklets on each student’s progress. In this way, 
they can get to know each student better and also can pass on a portrait of 
the student to other teachers.  

Teachers also keep graphs and tables tracking students’ acquisition of 
knowledge, ability to comprehend, analyse, synthesise, and use various 
ways of expressing themselves. They can compare their assessments of how 
students are doing with other teachers during the class council discussions. 
The discussions among teachers and the use of tracking tools also help to 
ensure that they are treating students equitably. 

Using assessment data to modify the teaching and learning process 

Between 1985 and 1995, the Michelangelo School was among a small 
number of schools selected by the Italian Ministry of Education to 
participate in a project to revise the national valuation form, which had been 
in use since 1977. Several of the teachers who participated in the 
demonstration project are still at the school. They recall that the experience 
of working on this project helped to shape a strong group relationship 
among them. In 1995, the current valuation form became a part of regular 
practice in Italian schools. Teachers at Bari have continued to discuss and 
revise their approaches to assessment as a group.   

Teachers recount that they had varied experiences in using formative 
assessment when they first started using these methods. One teacher 
commented that she started in a very difficult school, and needed to adjust 
her teaching methods to better meet the students’ needs. “It depends on who 
you have in front of you, basically”, she says.   

Teachers comment that they’ve always talked about assessment among 
themselves and with students in a transparent way. If they give a student a 
bad assessment, they will discuss why they have made that decision and the 
student is asked to reflect on why they did not perform as well as hoped. The 
student is then given an opportunity to revise the work. (Note that in Italy, 
students do not receive official marks until they are in upper secondary 
school. Instead, they receive qualitative marks as part of a more formal 
assessment every three to four months.) 

Teachers claim that formative assessment has changed their approach to 
teaching. First, they “lose” the leadership of the class, and become 
participants in discussions with the students. They may initiate classroom 
discussion with techniques such as brainstorming, games, simulation, and 
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other activities, and by engaging students in a way that encourages 
spontaneous responses and creates a positive classroom climate. In this way, 
the teachers can also learn more about individual students’ personalities and 
draw them into co-operative construction of knowledge. 

Because there are not yet any nationally-defined learning standards, the 
class council develops objectives and standards for the whole school, and 
teaching approaches that will help reach these goals. Teachers at the school 
have a policy of making the standards and evaluation criteria, and how they 
relate to the learning objectives, as clear as possible to students before they 
start a new assignment. Students receive feedback on their performance in 
relation to learning objectives. This practice is followed throughout the 
school, so students are quite used to this process. Teachers tend to follow a 
similar format for classes – beginning with a starter activity, discussion of 
lesson objectives, and sharing of criteria for good work. 

Teachers also work hard to tailor interventions to meet the needs of the 
individual students. They draw from a variety of learning theories as they 
develop their teaching plans. However, the teachers say that they do not 
assume that the teaching methods are appropriate until they have seen that 
the methods and theories actually make an impact on student learning.  

Feedback and adaptation 

Teachers at this school say that they plan feedback activities so that they 
can create the time and space for interaction, better diagnose students’ 
learning needs, and shape feedback. Formative assessments are intended to 
assist students in the ongoing learning process and at the end of learning 
paths, to review and revise, to reinforce what they have learnt, to help 
students apply previous learning in new situations, and to deepen and enrich 
their knowledge. Teachers at the Michelangelo School make formative 
assessments of student performance according to criteria they have set based 
on their own research, and in departmental work groups. Teachers note that 
they are always revising and refreshing the criteria they use in order to 
refine their techniques and to keep their work fresh. 

As a part of their regular practice, teachers also have developed the habit 
of asking students open-ended questions so that they can make better 
informal assessments of students’ understanding, and encourage students to 
develop the skills of self-evaluation and self-correction. By helping students 
to diagnose the initial source of a misunderstanding, they guide them toward 
the habit of self-correction. 

The teachers review homework with students, correcting mistakes and 
guiding students toward the practice of self-correction, reflection on the 
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work process, review of sources. They also give students the opportunity to 
revise homework. Teachers use test results formatively, determining what 
interventions would be appropriate to meet students’ learning needs. 

Teachers have developed a variety of models for helping students to 
learn new concepts. These models may be textual, descriptive, analytical, or 
rhetorical. Teacher and students will discuss the model thoroughly before 
students start to work on their own. Students say that they do not study in a 
linear way – instead, they progress through concepts through the use of 
models. Students often develop concept maps in order to see where a subject 
fits into a larger scheme. At the beginning of a new unit, they are likely to 
brainstorm about what they already know about a particular subject, and 
how it relates to other subjects they have studied. 

Summative evaluations  

Schools are required to evaluate students with reference to the Ministerial 
schemes and objectives in each of the disciplinary branches. The summative, 
or “global” evaluation occurs only after the “intermediate” process of teaching 
and learning. Teachers use oral and written tests and graphics (e.g., technical 
or artistic drawings, histograms, ideograms, aerogrammes, diagrams, concept 
maps to verify the acquisition of a system of interrelated body of knowledge 
through various modalities). Students receive both “structural and semi-
structural” written results every three to four months. They are assessed 
according not only to what they have learnt but also their ability to integrate 
and use the learning more broadly.   

Gradual and cyclical learning paths 

At the Michelangelo School, subjects are organised as triennial “paths”. In 
other words, the curriculum is developed for the full three years. At each level, 
students will cover particular subjects (fairly briefly) – developing specific 
knowledge, concepts and abilities as appropriate for their age and prior 
knowledge and abilities. In the second and third years, teachers will re-address 
subjects, covering them in greater depth and breadth – incorporating new data, 
concepts, abilities, skills and information. This “gradual” approach to learning 
allows students to cover subjects from their most simple to most complex 
level – for example, moving from consideration of the space around them (the 
school, the street) to the abstract concept of infinity. In a literature class, 
students may move from study of the fable in the first year, to (sometimes 
autonomous) study of novels, poetry, or epics by the third year. 
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Aiming toward student autonomy 

Teachers observe that using formative assessment in their classrooms 
takes more time, but they also emphasise that by the students’ third year, 
they recuperate much of this time. By year three, students are expected to 
have developed a relatively high level of autonomy, the ability to “learn to 
learn”, and to make decisions for their own development. This is the 
teachers’ ultimate goal in using formative assessment. 

The students provided evidence that they are indeed learning to be 
autonomous. As one year three student reported, if she does not understand a 
new concept, she often tries to relate it to another subject, to understand the 
context better, and its relation to other ideas. In other words, she develops 
her own learning scheme. Ultimately, this student said, “it is up to us to 
learn”. This sentiment was widely echoed across the classroom.   

Teachers note that several of their students have come to visit the school 
after they have moved on to upper secondary school. The students tell their 
former teachers that the learning and assessment techniques they developed 
at the Michelangelo School have made them better students and provided 
them with an advantage in secondary school. They miss the type of 
interaction they had with their teachers at the Michelangelo School – finding 
their classes in upper secondary school to be very traditional.   

Time to get to know students 

Having the same class for three years means that the teachers have more 
opportunities to get to know their students, find out what works for them, 
and tailor their teaching more carefully. As teachers note, “We know (our 
students) very well”. However, they also note that they “… don’t think they 
have sure and absolute recipes” and are “humbly aware in every moment of 
the complexity in working with human subjects whose answers are not 
always foreseeable”. Teachers at the school try to be creative, flexible, and 
self-critical in their work. Teachers engage in ongoing action research, and 
construction, and regularly update a variety of teaching tools according to 
experiences and new needs.   

Teachers teach classes in teams. Team teaching means that there are 
opportunities for some teachers to pay more individual attention to students 
who need more help. Support teachers have the time and training to help 
adjust to the needs of the individual students.   

Creating an environment where students feel safe to take risks 

Teachers note that they are careful to stress students’ positive qualities, 
not to discuss personal problems within the classroom, and, in their 
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interaction with parents, to deal only with the problems and potential 
capacities of their own children. They also comment that they hope to instil 
a certain resiliency in students that will help them in areas where they are 
not as strong. 

The students themselves say they feel safe to make mistakes in the 
classroom – this is just part of the learning process. The students comment 
that it is important that their teachers are kind, noting that this sometimes 
helps them to develop a greater interest in a subject than they might have in 
a stricter environment. More important, however, they say, is the teacher’s 
knowledge of the subject and ability to explain things to student and to 
understand the learner’s perspective.  

Creating conditions  

Italian school heads tend to fill more of an administrative role than an 
instructional leadership role. Nevertheless, teachers and observers of this 
school attribute the school’s success, in large part, to a series of strong 
school heads over the past 12 years (there have been three school heads in 
12 years). The recent school heads have also fostered an environment that 
has helped to maintain the school’s focus on integrated learning and multi-
faceted assessment. The current school head started a year ago. He notes that 
at his previous school, one of his strategies had been “… to provide serenity 
during work, meaning to try and facilitate work”. He sees himself as a group 
leader, but not as a boss. The teachers make the decisions, he says, and he 
puts his energy into supporting those decisions that he also sees as priorities.  

Teachers’ careful analysis of what is going on in classrooms, along with 
emphasis on teaching theory, has helped them to modify teaching methods. As a 
group, teachers have analysed issues related to the quality and quantity of 
feedback, levels of attention they give to individual students, student motivation, 
how to make group activities work (e.g., whether homogeneous groups work 
better), and the role of tutoring. The teachers have been trained in cognitive 
psychology, and this has been very helpful for interactive lessons.   

Teachers at the school participate in action research. They are always in 
contact with the University of Bari – for their own research and professional 
development, during student-teacher internships at the school, and with 
support teachers who complete apprenticeship hours at the school. The 
teachers say that their relationship with the university has been quite fruitful. 
They have been able to test the validity of various didactic innovations in 
history and science. However, as the university-based expert notes, 
professors of education are not taught how to teach – so they are learning 
along the way, as well, about some of the more practical aspects of teaching 
and learning. 



ITALY – 171 
 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – ISBN-92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

Parents are regularly welcomed to the school. The school has a 
weekly “receiving hour” when parents can come to the school to meet 
with teachers. Once every four months, teachers schedule individual 
meetings with parents. There is also a schedule to talk with the school 
leader. Parents note that the teachers and school head are always very 
available. Many of the parents at this school are quite involved, and 
make time to talk with teachers about how their children are doing in the 
classes, how they mature, their relationships, respect for rules, and 
school and class project plans.  

CASE STUDY 2: THE TESTONI FIORAVANTI UNIFIED SCHOOL 

The Scuola media unificata Testoni Fioravanti serves students in the 
area of Bolognina within the city of Bologna. The area was revitalised in the 
1960s, attracting new residents from the regional hinterland and from the 
south of Italy. Residents in this area are socially diverse. The area, which 
was formerly the regional residential nucleus for blue-collar workers and 
farmers, has also recently attracted a middle class base – modifying its 
character. At the beginning of the 1990s, the area became the home for a 
large community of Chinese, as well as Maghrabine, Romanian, Indian and 
Pakistani immigrants (the composition of this immigration follows the 
general wave in Italy). The school has developed programmes to meet the 
needs of the local population, including specific initiatives for immigrant 
children and their parents.  

According to school administrators, following completion of lower 
secondary school, approximately: 30% of the students go on to Liceo (high 
school); 30% go on to an Istituto Tecnico (technical institutes – 5 year 
schools that may be followed by further university-level study over two 
years); and 30% choose to got to Istituti Professionali (vocational training – 
5 year terminal degrees). 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Adaptation of the national valuation form 

The teachers at this school first developed a “whole-school” approach to 
change in 1980, following introduction of the national valuation system. In 
response to the new national forms, teachers worked together to develop a 
valuation instrument that would meet their own needs within the school.   

The valuation form ranks student performance in subject areas as 
“optimum, distinct, good, sufficient, or insufficient”. Teachers also track each 
student’s overall level of maturation, including their ability to respect rules, to 
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establish good relationships with peers and teachers, and to engage in learning 
and to contribute to the class. Teachers also follow the development of 
students’ autonomy (including their ability to organise themselves and 
develop good work habits), attention in class, ability to comprehend and 
analyse information, and to make links between subject areas.  

Diagnostic and ongoing assessment 

Welcoming of new students is very caring and individualised. In 
December and January, before enrolment for the next school year, parents can 
attend an assembly with the head of the school and with teachers who will 
explain the school’s plan of formative offer (POF). The incoming students 
who are in the last year of primary school in the territorial area are also invited 
to this lower secondary school before and after enrolment to learn about the 
organisation of the school. Usually teachers hold individual meetings with the 
parents of each incoming student starting in February of the year that precedes 
the beginning of the new school year. Families have the opportunity to decide 
whether they are comfortable with their choice of school.  

Teachers in the lower secondary school and primary schools have 
developed a grid to prepare for transition of students. The school also 
administers some disciplinary/subject area entrance tests following the 
school’s POF. The entrance tests help teachers to evaluate the starting point 
of the students as they enter the school. The grid is a descriptive instrument 
and includes indicators on the child’s situation. The teachers usually use this 
grid to guide their discussions with parents. It includes information about the 
student’s prior scholastic success, attitudes, aspirations, and habits. This 
information helps teachers to form classes that are heterogeneous in terms of 
abilities and student personalities, and also helps the pupils to choose the 
optional curriculum activities they prefer. 

The teachers find that formative assessments help them to tailor learning 
to an increasingly diverse set of students (diverse with regard to knowledge 
and competencies, cultural and ethnic identities, and other subjective 
variables). The teachers also aim to help students develop self-assessment 
skills over their three years at the school – including their ability to evaluate 
their learning progress, and to understand if and why they make mistakes.   

Teachers track student progress from the initial diagnostic test through 
the exit exam, and they believe that a higher percentage of children at the 
school are attaining well than in the past. In addition, a very low percentage 
of students repeat classes (repeating classes is not preferred in the Italian 
system – the worst that a school can do is to fail children). 
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Heterogeneous classes 

The school has developed a special commission to place incoming 
students in one of four levels (A, B, C or D). Members of the commission 
put together all the information that they have gathered on each student. 
They use this information to distribute students in new first classes. The 
classes include a similar mix of students with various competencies, levels 
of attainment, and behaviour problems. The commission also takes into 
account where possible, the specific requests the student and his/her family 
may make in regard to class placement. 

Creating a safe environment for learning 

Teachers at the school believe that assessment needs to support all 
students psychologically. Teachers believe that assessment can create many 
problems, particularly with respect to the more fragile and less self-confident 
students. They see the system of daily assessment as supporting the individual 
identity of these children and helping to increase their self-confidence. 

Summative tests occur only after a period of ongoing 
formative assessment 

Teaching staff also plan periodic tests to verify student progress, as a 
part of formal assessment, and to inform parents about how well their 
children are doing in school. The teachers make clear that the summative 
assessments occur periodically and only after daily formative assessments 
are carried out. These summative tests are anticipated and students are 
prepared so that they do not get nervous about having to take a test. 

Encouraging student autonomy 

Teachers emphasise that the assessment process – facilitated by the 
national form and the grid that the school has developed to better adapt 
valuation to the needs of the school and students – tends to encourage 
student self-assessment. The teachers observe that students over the course 
of their three years at the school, start to adopt the methods the teachers 
have been modelling in classes (such as restating what students have said, 
helping students to think about subjects in a new way, and analysing 
performances with the students). The formative process also stimulates 
student engagement and responsibility for their work.   

Partially differentiated paths 

In 1996, the school introduced a new, experimental curriculum. The 
curriculum takes advantage of a national law that allows schools to increase 
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teaching from 30 to 33 hours per week, and creates some flexibility for 
teachers within that time period. Teachers at the Testoni Fioravanti School 
chose to develop three partially differentiated paths for students. The three 
paths include: advanced studies in math and science; advanced studies in 
language; and, recuperation activities. Currently, 55% of the students in the 
school are enrolled in advanced, or empowerment, classes.  

At the Testoni Fioravanti School, the three extra hours are mandatory 
for all students. Initially, the extra courses were offered to only some 
students at the school, but the options were then extended to students 
throughout the school in order to avoid “ghettoization” of classes. Students 
attend the extra classes six mornings a week, and one afternoon. School 
hours are distributed over six mornings of five hours plus one afternoon of 
three hours – for a total of 33 hours each week. Students may also 
participate in additional extra-curricular activities, such as art, music, 
information technology, gymnastics, or more academically oriented 
programmes, such as German or Latin for two hours a week (only available 
to 3rd year students at the school). The school is effectively able to provide 
curricula that are partially but nevertheless significantly differentiated and 
tailored to student interests and needs. Seventy per cent of the students 
follow at least one additional activity during the afternoon.    

Teachers have continued to revise the innovative curriculum according 
to general observations of results in the school. Teachers new to the school 
have also introduced modifications to the programme, and have taken 
ownership. There is no summative assessment in the optional laboratories – 
only formative assessment.  

Creating conditions  

The current school head has been at the Testoni Fioravanti School for 
three years. She has charge of the lower secondary school and beginning in 
Autumn 2003, two primary schools. While the school head describes her work 
as primarily administrative, teachers note that she is also the recognised leader 
of the school. She backs the teachers and mediates occasional differences and 
clashes among teachers. While she is centred on institutional tasks, she is also 
respectful of people – teachers, parents and students. The school head has a 
management team (selected by the school head) to support her in her various 
functions. The teachers recognise that the school head should be able to 
choose her own collaborators. 

Teachers describe the school as having a positive climate that 
emphasises respect for the different backgrounds and approaches of teachers 
on the staff. They also note that the introduction of the national valuation 
form, as well as subsequent modifications to the form, their participation in 
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training and refresher courses, and the work they have done as a group to 
develop a shared language and a shared understanding of the elements most 
important to formative assessment, have contributed to the collegial culture 
of the school. 

Teachers are able to continue professional development through training 
and refresher courses and sabbaticals (important for professional 
development, and the personal maturation of each of these teachers).   

The Testoni Fioravanti School measures its performance primarily 
through an annual parent survey. The survey asks whether: parents are 
happy with the availability of teachers, staff and the school head; parents 
believe that their children have established good personal relationships with 
their peers and adults in the school; their children appear to be engaged in 
their classes and are satisfied with the empowerment classes; and parents are 
engaged with the child’s learning (such as, whether parents regularly check 
the child’s school diary). Parents’ satisfaction indices, as measured by the 
annual survey sent out by the school, are high. Eighty-nine per cent of 
parents express support for the school’s “didactic offer”. There is also a high 
rate of parent participation and engagement in council meetings. 
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New Zealand: Embedding Formative Assessment in Multiple 
Policy Initiatives 
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OVERVIEW 

In the mid-1980s, the New Zealand Labour government undertook a 
number of radical reforms, moving both public and private sectors toward a 
model of greater market competition. In the public sector, the government 
pushed for a reduction in the role of the central government and greater 
autonomy at the local level, with a focus on achievement of specified 
outcomes. The 1989 Education Act, framed by a series of task force 
recommendations, followed this model. The Act provided schools with 
greater autonomy, creating Boards of Trustees with representatives drawn 
from the local community; required Boards to create individual school 
charters setting out school aims and objectives to be achieved within the 
National Education Guidelines; and gave schools control over funds 
distributed by the national government. The Education Review Office 
(ERO) was created as an independent review and audit agency, to focus both 
on financial management and hold schools accountable for meeting the aims 
of their charters.   

Bi-culturalism and education 

Aotearoa/New Zealand is a bi-cultural nation. The Treaty of Waitangi 
(1840), which established British sovereignty over New Zealand, also 
created a partnership between the Crown (as represented by the New 
Zealand Government) and the indigenous Maori population (see 
www.kmike.com/country/nzdemog.htm). Over the last thirty years, the Maori 
community has claimed an increasingly important role in shaping the New 
Zealand policy agenda and approach to bi-culturalism. 

In education, the Treaty has served as the legal and philosophical basis 
for the creation of culturally appropriate programmes “for Maori and by 
Maori, aimed at improving Maori student outcomes over the last decade”. 
Maori have argued that efforts to address and redress the dominant-
subordinate pattern of relationships that had emerged between European (or 
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Pakeha) and Maori populations is a necessary first step in addressing multi-
culturalism in New Zealand (Bishop and Glynn, 1999). 

Addressing disparities in student achievement 

The Ministry of Education notes that “[t]here are significant disparities 
in achievement evident throughout New Zealand’s schools in terms of 
acquisitions of core literacies, participation in school, attainment of 
qualifications and progress on to tertiary education …”. (Ministry of 
Education, 2002) In part, the Ministry attempts to address disparities 
through the decile system. Decile ratings are based on the Targeted Funding 
for Educational Achievement (TEFA) indicator – which is intended to 
identify those schools with students from the lowest socioeconomic 
communities. The 10 subdivisions (deciles 1-10) each include 10% of 
schools. Deciles 1-3 comprise the “low decile group”. Lower decile schools 
receive additional funding (Ministry of Education, 2000). 

Various Maori learning programmes appear to be having a positive 
impact as well. According to the Education Review Office, those schools 
that “… are responding best to ethnic diversity do so through 
acknowledgement and support of cultural differences”. (Ministry of 
Education, 2000). However, Maori and Pacific Island student achievement 
still lags behind achievement of other students.  

Formative assessment in New Zealand education 

In New Zealand, formative assessment is not presented as a separate, 
high-profile national policy initiative, but is embedded in multiple national 
policies [including guidance in the curriculum framework, and the National 
Administration Guidelines (NAGS)] and examination requirements [the 
NCEA (National Certificate Examination Award)], as well as several 
nationally-sponsored professional development and innovation initiatives. 

One particular national professional development programme is “Assess 
to Learn” (formerly known as “Assessment for Better Learning”), in which 
facilitators work closely with selected primary and secondary schools to 
develop their policies and procedures in assessment. Facilitators work 
intensively with each school for a two- to three-year period, increasing 
teacher knowledge of assessment and working with them in classrooms to 
link together pedagogy and assessment practice. The results of this 
professional development programme are evident in the two colleges 
involved in this study. 
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

The Maori Mainstream Programme (MMP) reviewed in the study in 
Waitakere College, is built on principles of Kaupapa Maori – Kaupapa 
Maori  is based on a critical analysis of the unequal power relations within 
society. Within this framework, the importance of culture and relationships 
is paramount.   

At Rosehill College in Auckland, school leaders and staff have been 
working to incorporate formative assessment into their regular practice since 
1998. Their initial interest in formative assessment was raised as they tried 
to figure out how to meet National Administration Guidelines (otherwise 
known as the NAGs) requiring schools to monitor progress and to address 
learning needs of students at risk of not achieving, or not achieving. They 
saw formative assessment, which requires teachers to think about what 
exemplifies good student work at the various learning levels, as a way to 
achieve this goal.   

Rosehill’s involvement in the national “Assessment for Better Learning” 
professional development programme and involvement of the school’s 
technology department in development of national curriculum exemplars have 
also influenced the school’s adoption and adaptation of formative assessment. 
The school’s successful involvement in these initiatives has also encouraged 
teachers to find new opportunities and to continually improve themselves. 

CASE STUDY 1: WAITAKERE COLLEGE 

Waitakere College is located in west Auckland. It is a lower-middle decile 
four school (with a decile ten school counting at the high-end of the socio-
economic scale). Of the 1 450 students enrolled in the school, 45% are of 
European descent, 22% are Maori, 18% are Pacific Islander, and 15% are Asian.  

Having been involved in the “Assessment for Better Learning” 
professional development programme, in 2001 Waitakere College was also 
chosen as one of 17 schools (grouped in ten pilot clusters) to participate in 
the Ministry-sponsored innovation programme – the Maori Mainstream 
Programme (MMP, Te Kotahitanga in the Maori language). Each of the 
pilot schools has identified its own needs, and has followed a slightly 
different model. Waitakere College has chosen to run the MMP as a 
segregated programme, rather than as a school-wide initiative (which some 
schools participating in the project are doing).   

Waitakere’s principal and deputy principal responsible for professional 
development are particularly interested in developing a strategy to bring the 
teaching approach and philosophy of MMP to scale throughout the school.   
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Teaching and assessment at the school 

The Maori Mainstream Programme encourages teachers to understand 
their own cultural preconceptions and to create environments where children 
can safely bring “who they are” into the learning situation. 

Maori education scholars Bishop and Glynn note:  

…[T]he introduction of techniques (such as cooperative learning) 
in isolation from other pedagogical values, beliefs and practices 
may not be as effective for Maori children’s learning as once 
thought; a simple group-individual dichotomy is not enough – the 
cultural context is paramount. Such a context helps students 
‘make sense’ of learning interactions by allowing them to bring 
their own sense-making processes to bear. Teachers need to 
create safe classroom learning environments in which a range of 
discourses and learning strategies occur. (Bishop and Glynn, 
1999, pp. 157-158)  
 

Bishop and Glynn have each played important roles in the development 
of the MMP nationally including scoping of the project and provision of 
training. Various informants spoke about the MMP as being “… all about 
relationships between teachers and students”. MMP is based on cooperative 
learning, proverbs and karakia (prayer). Changes within the classrooms – 
and in the regulation of learning, and the manner in which students receive 
feedback – reflect this careful attention to relationships.    

Deep changes in teacher’s perception of their own role in relation 
to students   

According to Bishop and Glynn, teachers need to develop an 
understanding of their own “preconceptions, goals, aspirations and cultural 
preferences” and to “… be prepared to listen to others in such a way that 
their previous experiences and assumptions do not close them off from the 
full meaning of the student’s description of their experience”. (Bishop and 
Glynn, 1999) 

Teachers in the Maori Mainstream Programme acknowledge that 
sharing power with students “needs an attitude change” and that while it is 
nice to get away from the front of the classroom, teaching in a co-operative 
mode involves more risk-taking.  

A focus on helping students to feel safe in the classroom 

Closely related to the changes in power relationships between teachers and 
students are efforts to help students feel safe within the classroom. The idea 



NEW ZEALAND – 181 
 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – ISBN-92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

behind the Maori Mainstream Programme is that Maori (and other) students feel 
safe when they can “… bring what they know and who they are into the learning 
relationship … where culture counts”. (Bishop and Glynn, 1999) 

The Maori Mainstream Programme emphasises group work, co-
construction of knowledge, and peer solidarity (students in a focus group 
commented that they felt like they were brothers and sisters growing up 
together). As one teacher noted, “You are often told as new teachers to be 
tough and keep it quiet. Individuals in their seats and to have quiet classrooms, 
but in this programme you can have noisy engaged learning and it is not a 
discipline problem”. Other teachers reinforced this point of view. Indeed, 
Waitakere has been known as a strict school – so noisy learning in the MMP 
classrooms get noticed. But, the MMP teachers say, they have fewer discipline 
problems than do other teachers, who follow the stricter approach to teaching. 
The cooperative learning opportunities have also helped students’ social skills 
and they are learning to resolve conflict, take different roles, and develop 
acceptance of others. Students say that they are much happier in the MMP 
classes. They find that they relate to their teachers better. But in non-Maori 
Mainstream Programme classes, they are not as happy. 

Maori Mainstream Programme teachers have also placed great emphasis 
on providing students with positive reinforcement. The MMP teachers say 
that, in general, they have seen students become more and more positive and 
supportive of each other. In the long run, however, it will be important for 
teachers to discover whether students in the MMP respond differently to 
task-oriented or ego-oriented praise, and if, as they build confidence and 
grow used to working in classes using formative assessment, their responses 
to different forms of feedback change. 

Active, problem-based and holistic learning  

Maori Mainstream teachers use a number of formative assessment 
techniques. These include the use of feed-forward (what students will be 
learning that day, week, term – and why); scaffolding (providing students 
with as little information as they appear to need, so they have opportunity to 
get the answer on their own when possible); and, feedback (use of 
exemplars and helping students close the gap between their current 
performance and the desired standard). Group work is also favoured.  

Teachers said that their ultimate goal was to facilitate learning, rather 
than to lecture students. By using feed-forward and feedback techniques, 
they are able to engage students in reflective thinking and problem-solving. 
Teachers also try to reach students who may have different learning styles. 
For example, one teacher noted that she may provide six tasks from which 
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students can choose. She has students doing task work a majority of the 
time, enabling her to wander around and work with students one on one.  

Conversations with students are also different. Teachers told us that they 
generally try to base their conversation around open-ended questions, 
providing positive feedback, and scaffolding of questions (“can you think 
about what might happen if you do such and such?”). Teachers are 
conscious of the need to be flexible and to try to use different approaches to 
explaining a concept, or encouraging students who do understand a concept 
to explain the concept to their fellow students.   

The teachers said that they have a great deal of freedom with the MMP 
to take risks. “So long as objectives are covered …” one teacher noted, 
“… you can teach what you like here. We have relative freedom to teach 
units we like and set the timing of the units”. 

Early evidence of impact 

While it is too early to judge the long-term impact of the MMP on 
student learning, there are indicators that the programme has helped to raise 
achievement since 2001. The evidence includes: 

• Increased student retention. In the past, the school has tended to 
“lose” students in years 11 and 12, but this is no longer happening 
as much.  

• Increased average student attendance. The average student 
attendance across the school “houses” is 83 to 90 half days. The 
MMP students are attending school an average of 87½ days. 

• Teachers spend more time on learning, and less on addressing 
behavioural problems. 

• Ninety per cent of MMP students are earning credit toward the 
National Certificate Examination Award.  

• Students in the case study interview reported that they are doing 
better in the Maori Mainstream Programme than in the non-Maori 
classes (although ultimately, a more positive indicator would be 
that students were achieving better in all classes).  

Teachers mentioned a number of additional indicators that the 
programme is working well. For example students: 

• Ask more questions and seem to feel safer asking questions.    
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• Are more likely to take risks (rather than not trying or giving up 
easily), and are more likely to ask task-related questions. 

• Are making more connections between what they are learning in 
class and what is happening in their lives elsewhere or with what 
they have seen on TV.    

• More readily share their ideas.   

• Are happy to be doing exams (come prepared, books out, with 
smiling faces).  

• Take responsibility for the classroom environment and for 
challenging unacceptable behaviour from other students. 

Students also noted their satisfaction with the programme. For example, 
they commented that several of them had won a “brainy” competition with non-
MMP students, and that they were becoming the “nerds” (noted with a smile).    

Waitakere College is measuring longer-term outcomes of the 
programme. They are doing this by observing five students in the MMP over 
time. School leaders say that while there are no baseline tests for students in 
the MMP, they will be able to compare common assessment tests in 
departments to get indicators of change. Waitakere is also planning to 
administer a survey on student attitudes. 

Creating conditions  

The Maori Mainstream Programme requires a deep personal and 
professional investment from teachers. The twelve teachers participating in the 
MMP at Waitakere have various motivations for the personal investments they 
have made. Some say they wanted to participate in the programme because it is 
consistent with their own philosophy and vision for teaching. Others were 
recruited by school leadership, who wanted to ensure teacher involvement 
across departments. The participating teachers say that they have benefited from 
the intensive professional development included in the programme.  

Teachers note that they “… have had some astounding professional 
development monthly meetings in the Maori Mainstream Programme”. For 
instance, the Ministry of Education sponsored a four-day intensive cultural 
immersion programme for teachers participating in MMP innovation grants 
across New Zealand early in the school year, and a three-day programme in 
the second year of the programme. The Maori Mainstream teachers had a 
chance to hear feedback from Maori parents and students, and to explore 
their own cultural and professional attitudes toward teaching as well as 
culture and power relationships between teachers and students in the 
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classroom. The Ministry has sponsored five additional conferences on a 
range of topics for MMP teachers and for principals and deputy principals.  

Teachers say that they have also benefited from the increased contact, 
consultation and support they have had with each other. They attend training 
as a group, and take opportunities to observe each other. They have also 
shared what they are learning with other teachers in the school who are not 
participating in the MMP.   

Teachers in the MMP say that they have had to make real changes to 
their professional practice – which has required “… more head-space” and 
more energy and input, but has also been rewarding. They are also 
committed to the idea that teachers can make a difference in learning 
outcomes (as one teacher noted, teachers have abdicated too much 
responsibility based on the belief that socio-economic levels are the primary 
determinant of student success). The school has also freed the MMP 
teachers from many requirements. They are thus able to devote more of the 
necessary thought to learning to teach in new ways. 

The half-time, on-site facilitator has been vital to the MMP. According 
to the MMP teachers at Waitakere, the facilitator’s mix of skills and passion 
keep the programme going. The facilitator works with experts on Maori 
education at the University of Waikato, brings readings and relevant 
research to teachers involved in the MMP, shares practical ideas on how to 
address challenges in the classroom, observes classes and follows formative 
assessment practice in her own interactions with the teachers. She has 
enlisted the support of Resource Teachers of Learning and Behaviour 
(RTLBs) in advisory capacities, as consultants on delivery and content of 
professional development, and as co-observers in classrooms. The facilitator 
has also provided professional reading for teachers throughout the school, 
and has run wider school initiatives – such as a teacher-only-day about the 
Treaty of Waitangi (which establishes New Zealand as a bi-cultural 
country).   

CASE STUDY 2: ROSEHILL COLLEGE 

Students at Rosehill College are generally from families with a fairly 
high socio-economic level. There are many international students at the 
school. Because international students pay tuition, this means that Rosehill 
has a fairly healthy discretionary budget at its disposal: in 2001-02 school 
year, about NZD 900 000.  
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Teaching and assessment at the school 

As with Waitakere College, teachers at Rosehill College have been 
involved in the “Assessment for Better Learning” professional development 
programme. The school has focused on formative assessment in classroom 
practice and in school-wide policies and procedures. While some teachers 
feel that they have always used aspects of formative assessment (i.e., in 
maths, teachers build on previous concepts all the time in order to move 
forward to successive concepts), they report that they have also become 
more effective by changing several aspects of their practice, such as timing 
and specificity of feedback, scaffolding of questions, and focusing on 
students’ learning skills. 

Constant attention to providing students with performance criteria, 
feed forward and feedback 

Teachers and school leaders at Rosehill define formative assessment as: 
“… basically giving kids feedback, feeding forward about how to improve 
their learning … looking at a piece of … work that a student’s doing … and 
giving them some information about what’s good about it and some next 
steps to improve”.   

In the English department, teachers now make a regular practice of 
sharing the criteria they will use for assessment of students work as they 
begin each unit. Criteria are set up as rubrics at each level (achieved, merit, 
excellence) so that students know what is required. Teachers in Rosehill’s 
Mathematics department require students to record criteria, feed forward and 
feedback and their learning plans on a tracking sheet. The tracking and 
action plan system is part of the departmental professional development 
focus in the 2003 school year. At present, department members are 
streamlining the system, and working to ensure that all teachers are using it 
consistently (practice was somewhat variable amongst teachers in the first 
year of the system). 

Feed forward techniques at Rosehill commonly consist of providing a 
lesson preview. For example, it is common practice for teachers to write up 
learning goals on the board at the beginning of the class. Teachers tend to 
write up a flow chart or lists outlining what students will learn during the 
class, and how the lesson will build on previous learning.    

Teachers have found that timing of the feedback is crucial. In the past, 
feedback had been completely unconnected to what students were working on. 
For example, one teacher noted, “The science department used to follow a 
topic for about six weeks and at the end of the six weeks they’d mark the topic 
and give the kids their results. However, by the time the kids got their results 
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they were three weeks into the next topic. There was no evidence to indicate 
that what the students were doing in that six-week period was actually being 
helped along …”. Teachers noted that instant feedback can often be more 
important than the kind of feedback that is recorded. Teachers are also more 
specific about what students need to do to improve their work. In the English 
department, for example, students get feedback from their teacher as well as 
from peers on those aspects they are doing well, and those on which they need 
to focus their attention. Teachers provide extra references, resources and 
materials that address aspects of learning needing attention. 

Students told us that they like the feedback they get from their teachers. 
They are particularly interested in the specifics about what they could 
change about their work in order to make it better. They told us that they 
were much more interested in getting constructive feedback and specific 
comments than they are on getting praise. Students interviewed were mixed, 
however, on whether they look at grades or comments first.  

A focus on content and learning skills 

Teachers comment that they find one of the most challenging aspects of 
teaching in the formative assessment mode is instilling in students the ability 
to find what is missing in their work, and figuring out what to do next, and 
then taking responsibility for following through on next steps. Teachers try 
to model the steps, encouraging students to be specific about what their own 
work shows, and then taking it a step further to improve the work. The key 
thing, they observe, is in focusing student attention on specifics relating to 
criteria (in checklist form) for a high quality piece of work. Teachers often 
try to approach this task by breaking it down into smaller goals: for 
example, working with students to write a perfect topic sentence.  

In order to accomplish these goals, teachers note that they have to have 
well-planned lessons – part of the goal being to have time to talk to students 
individually during the lesson time. Teachers find that the best feedback that 
they are able to provide students often occurs spontaneously. Other feedback 
occurs when students are working on homework. One teacher noted that 
some of his students often send e-mail asking for feedback. The teacher will 
send back bullet points on issues to consider – which students seem to like 
and to use. Another teacher notes that he spends quite a bit of time talking 
with students about what they need to do next to reinforce their knowledge. 
They might ask students to research information in their textbook, to look at 
information on the Internet, or look at student exemplars. 

The mathematics department tracking system is another approach to 
guiding students to self-sufficiency. By keeping a record of their learning, 
students are able to identify what they are best at, what they need to focus on, 
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and on what aspects they need help. Students also devise their own action plan 
as to what to do prior to summative assessments at the end of units of work. The 
department is also developing a template students can use to formulate their 
action plans, and classroom posters to guide students in their learning (and all 
topics are geared toward credits for the National Certificate Examination Award 
[NCEA]). Students are expected to work on identified areas of need during class 
and homework time, and refer to resources such as Intra- and Internet sites, 
homework books, textbook references, teacher, peers, maths sites (such as 
maths-on-line; school Intranet for extra resources), and wall charts. Students 
record their progress on an overview sheet for the year according to criteria 
given out with the unit (achieved, merit, excellence). 

Importance of group work 

Teachers at Rosehill use groups on a regular basis to actively involve 
students in learning. They note, however, that sometimes there is a tension 
as to when to move on – when a majority of students have understood a 
concept, but a few are struggling and need more time to complete the work. 
The teachers comment that they sometimes group students differently to 
adjust learning for them and allow them to continue. Often, they say, the 
challenge is an issue of students’ own time management skills. 

While teachers did not mention the culture of the school as a particularly 
important element, it is likely to be one of the contributing factors to their 
success. Students noted that teachers at Rosehill are “pretty sweet with us” 
and that most teachers are helpful, and will answer any questions. 

Early evidence of impact 

School leaders and teachers provided several pieces of evidence that 
formative assessment is leading to positive student outcomes. They include: 

• Improvement of School Certificate results (which are national 
benchmarks – no longer available, due to the change to NCEA).   

• Student results on NCEA exams comparable to or better than 
student results from higher decile schools.  

• Teachers’ observations that they think about more variables when 
teaching, and are more attentive to students’ learning differences. 

• Students’ responsiveness to feedback, and efforts to incorporate 
feedback into their work.   

• Increased student motivation and engagement in learning. 
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• Data gathered (and recorded) on student tracking sheets showing 
how they have addressed learning gaps, and progress toward 
learning goals. 

• Maintenance of high standards and achievement on common 
assessment tasks, in spite of evidence that the writing and reading 
abilities and attitudes of incoming students are declining 
(suggesting that teaching and learning programmes are helping 
students to close learning gaps effectively). 

• Outstanding reviews from the independent Education Review Office. 

School leaders have expressed their intention to analyse NCEA data 
over a couple of years (once such data are available) to ascertain trends in 
student achievement, indicate changes to teaching programmes and adjust 
expectations of student performance standards. The school is also in the 
process of developing benchmarks, and will have more data in the future. 
Once they have the benchmarks, they will be able to track student progress 
more closely. 

Creating conditions 

The principal of Rosehill College came to the school in 1995. His 
deputy principal, who has responsibility for curriculum and assessment, and 
chairs the Board of Studies joined Rosehill College leadership a few months 
later (the school has three deputy principals).  

The principal and deputy principal became interested in formative 
assessment around 1998. Their initial interest in formative assessment was 
raised as they tried to figure out how to meet National Administration 
Guidelines (otherwise known as the NAGs) requiring schools to monitor 
progress and to address learning needs of students either at risk of not 
achieving, or not achieving. They saw formative assessment, which requires 
teachers to think about what exemplifies good student work at the various 
learning levels, as a way to achieve this goal.   

As previously mentioned, Rosehill’s involvement in the national 
“Assessment for Better Learning” professional development programme 
influenced the school’s adoption and adaptation of formative assessment. 
Teachers’ practice was further deepened by involvement in the development of 
National Curriculum Exemplars. (National Curriculum Exemplars are authentic 
samples of student learning generated from high quality teaching and learning 
experiences. Accompanying curriculum matrices demonstrate how key aspects 
of the learning indicate progression of learning from levels one to five of the 
New Zealand national curriculum.) The technology department worked with a 
national technology facilitator to develop units of work and capture evidence of 
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technological development in student learning. The provision of feedback to 
students enabled them to progress their conceptual development, and experience 
the integral role of formative assessment in learning (for more information about 
exemplars refer to www.tki.org.nz/r/assessment/exemplars). The school’s 
successful involvement in such initiatives as these has enhanced the school’s 
own development on formative assessment.  

Teacher discussions regarding standards have also served as an 
important form of professional development. As the principal noted, 
“… actually talking about it and establishing … what is a good piece of 
work … That teacher talk stuff … it’s fantastic”. 

The main goal of the leadership team in implementing formative assessment 
teaching methods has been to make sure that staff members understand what the 
school as a whole is trying to achieve. According to the school principal, “… we 
wrote the goal … and we backed up the goal by good research, … and it was 
self-evident in a way, that what we were doing … would be helpful to students 
and teachers, so that got people decided”. School leaders started staff 
discussions and provided professional reading on formative assessment (e.g., 
Black and Wiliam’s Inside the Black Box), invited expert speakers, and asked 
individual departments within the school to work on their own ideas about how 
to implement formative assessment within classrooms. 

There is a heavy emphasis on professional development. All teachers have 
an hour set aside for professional development every Tuesday morning 
(school starts an hour later every Tuesday). School leaders believe that “… if 
you’ve got self-review and if you’re talking to teachers about focusing on 
teaching and learning you get a school-wide approach”. According to school 
leaders “… there’re still plenty of teachers who probably won’t want a bar of 
it, who don’t care and who think we’re absolutely crazy…”, but they feel that 
they’ve gotten “over the hump and suddenly it’s going the right way…”. 

While school leaders have been strategic in their approach, they believe 
that school culture has been perhaps the most important determinant of their 
success (of course, being strategic is part of the culture). The school 
principal observes, “… I think the school-wide thing is about culture … and 
it’s about leadership [and how you lead a group of a hundred professional 
teachers down a particular track] and so you start to think about planning. 
How do you get that group of people heading in the same direction?”. He 
stresses that “there’s [not] any … sort of mechanistic way that we can 
demonstrate what we’ve done because I think with a different leadership 
team it might not have been the same thing”.  

School leaders had earlier gathered information about teaching and 
learning at the school, about teachers’ particular frustrations, and so on, also 
helped the school leadership to communicate with teachers better about 



190 – NEW ZEALAND 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – 92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

formative assessment. According to the school principal, “if you can grab the 
teachers and get their support for the process, then whatever you put in the 
plan becomes almost ‘kindred’”. The principal notes that the focus on 
formative assessment has evolved as part of a long-term process. As a 
consequence, he believes that there is quite a deep understanding of formative 
assessment – what it is, what it looks like, how it makes a difference. 

That said, the school has been fairly successful at influencing classroom 
practice across the school. The Board of Studies has developed action plans 
for formative assessment; professional development contributes to the action 
plans. Teachers are also held accountable for implementation of the action 
plans. Each department has grappled with separate issues related to 
formative assessment. In the science department, teachers address discrete 
topic areas. Teachers devised a grid to show more complex ideas 
developing. Over time, teachers have focused more on providing students 
with comments rather than on giving marks. They have found that the 
comments have helped to clarify expectations for students.   

The school has been fortunate in hiring in teachers who buy into the 
school’s strategy and approach to teaching. As the school principal describes, 
it’s “… sort of magical in a way … So as new teachers come into the school, 
particularly new beginning teachers they’re sort of … [infused] with the ideas of 
different people”. Beginning teachers are matched with more experienced 
teachers who assist them with planning and schemes. Some work with prepared 
units and other departments provide documents linked to curriculum. Teachers 
who are newer to Rosehill College note that the school’s professional 
development was a real attraction in deciding to come to the college. 
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OVERVIEW 

In 1989 all Australian State and Commonwealth Ministers of Education 
adopted a national curriculum framework to ensure that Australia’s school 
education, based on agreed national goals, would provide young Australians 
with the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values relevant to present and 
emerging social, cultural and economic needs in local, national and 
international settings. This agreement included a commitment to eight key 
learning areas (KLAs) for school years 1-10: English; Mathematics; 
Science; Health & Physical Education; Languages other than English; 
Studies of Society & Environment; Technology; and The Arts. Each State 
and Territory has developed its own way of implementing this agreement, 
although there is general acceptance of an outcomes approach. 

In Queensland, syllabuses and support materials have been developed 
for each of the KLAs by the Queensland Studies Authority (QSA). Learning 
outcomes, defining what students should know and be able to do within each 
key learning area, have been expressed for different levels of performance 
along a developmental continuum. In Queensland, there are eight 
developmental levels covering years 1-10 and these levels are labelled 
foundation, levels 1-6, and beyond level 6. KLA core learning outcomes are 
considered essential for all students. There are also some cross-curriculum 
priorities and an emphasis on developing lifelong learners.  

Development of the current syllabuses and support materials for the 
KLAs began in Queensland in 1996 and was completed in 2004. KLAs were 
developed in pairs, the first pair being Science and Health & Physical 
Education. Full implementation in schools of all KLAs is not expected until 
2007. The roll-out of KLA syllabuses for years 1-10 in pairs of syllabuses 
over several years was thought to allow teachers to adapt gradually to the 
new style of syllabus. The disadvantage was that schools have been unable 
so far to develop whole-school strategies and there is an inevitable tension 
and confusion between the old approach and the new. These difficulties may 
be resolved now that all KLA syllabuses are coming on stream.  
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QSA principles of assessment and reporting for KLA syllabuses 
emphasise that assessing students is an integral part of the teaching and 
learning process and that opportunities should be provided for students to 
take responsibility for their own learning and self-monitoring.  

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

Teachers at both Our Lady’s College (OLC) and Woodridge State High 
School (WSHS) make extensive use of the classic elements of formative 
assessment, including the development of shared objectives, higher order 
questioning, comment marking and feedback focused on objectives for future 
learning, peer- and self-assessment and group and co-operative work strategies. 

Some of the focus on formative assessment techniques is certainly due 
to implementation of the KLA strategy. As a head of department at WSHS 
noted, the school’s review of curriculum over the past few years has resulted 
in a greater emphasis on investigative work and integrated studies, and 
teaching now involves “… more activities and less ‘chalk and talk’”.  

Teachers at OLC regularly share pieces of student work and discuss 
comments they have made on them as well as the work itself. Heads of 
department saw this as professional behaviour for moderation purposes 
rather than monitoring of marking for accountability purposes. It is seen as 
relatively easy to do in a small school in which departments are not isolated. 

Students at both schools appreciate the new approaches. Students at 
OLC, for example, reported that teachers give more time to those needing 
help, but that more advanced students are also given time and are made to 
think. Students interviewed also commented that not getting grades or marks 
has helped them to work to their own standard, and not to worry about 
comparing themselves to other people. 

CASE STUDY 1: OUR LADY’S COLLEGE 

Our Lady’s College (OLC) is a non-government Archdiocesan, 
suburban girls’ school with 360 students and 35 staff (of whom 23 are 
teachers), run by Brisbane Catholic Education. Its mission statement, like 
many Catholic schools, makes reference to the spirit of the Christian Gospel, 
love and justice. It also suggests that the college will encourage “skills that 
students can use to critique their environment and be active members who 
contribute to their own welfare and that of others”.  

The students are mainly from middle class families although fees are 
waived or adjusted to enable students to attend whose families have lower 
income. Only 1% of the students have identified special educational needs. 
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For nearly one-third of students, English is a second language, including 
Vietnamese, Chinese, Italian, Greek and Aboriginal backgrounds. There also 
is a substantial percentage of Pacific Islanders. 

The local area population has an average income for Queensland, with 
higher education levels, smaller household size although slightly higher 
unemployment. As a Catholic school, OLC attracts a significant proportion of 
students from outside the immediate area. The lower secondary curriculum 
offers most of the Key Learning Areas along with “electives” in the 
performing arts, languages, home economics and business. The formative 
assessment approaches are better developed in the social sciences, health and 
physical education and less developed in mathematics and science. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Strategies which support learning 

Students at OLC suggested that active lessons with plenty of variety of 
activities and in which teachers stick to the point, help them to learn. One 
student suggested that a good teacher is one that “doesn’t put you to sleep” 
while they all agreed that copying off the board or out of books was least 
likely to help learning. No copying off the board was observed in lessons in 
the school and students were observed to be most attentive in the lessons in 
which activities were varied, tight timescales were given and reiterated and 
classroom management was tight. Two teachers were observed to use a 
routine of announcing “3, 2, 1” every time they wanted the whole class’s 
attention back which seemed to be very effective even in very large groups. 

Shared objectives 

The students said that objectives of the lesson were shared in most 
lessons, often based on the feedback about what had been given as a 
homework task.  

Strategies that support diversity/individual needs 

Students reported that teachers give more time to those that need help 
but more advanced students are still given time and made to think. A head of 
department at OLC commented that given the range of abilities in the 
school, more use needs to be made of fast-tracking and peer tutoring to 
ensure that diverse needs are met. 
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Higher order questioning 

Heads of department at OLC stated that they used open-ended 
questioning extensively, particularly to extend students’ thinking. One of 
them commented that when using open-ending questioning with the whole 
class, she tended to target an initial question at a student with higher ability 
and then use the student’s reply to draw in others from the class. 

Observation of the same teacher confirmed her extensive use of 
questioning. In a year 10 lesson on globalisation, students were working on 
their individual assignments in the library using books, articles and the 
Internet to research a company they had chosen, such as Nike or 
McDonald’s. The teacher saw about half the 25 students individually to 
review their progress. She asked challenging open questions encouraging 
them to extend and deepen their investigations and gave specific feedback 
on what they needed to target for improvement.  

Comment marking and feedback which identifies future targets 

In some subjects at the school, there is a particularly strong emphasis on 
giving effective feedback through comments which indicate how to improve 
the work. The senior managers at OLC suggested that in maths and science, 
work is still graded but in other subjects it is not, although some work seen in 
English and social studies had been graded, including constructive comments.  

In social studies, drafts of assessed work receive comments indicating 
how to improve and the students are given time in class to undertake the 
revisions. The head of science suggested that this also occurred in science 
and that students were more likely to read the comments on these assessed 
drafts than on other work. One teacher reported that when grades were 
dropped students asked how they were doing in relation to others. Another 
social studies teacher mentioned that parents wanted to know their 
daughters’ position in the class and how they were doing. 

The year 8 and 9 files from one of the teachers had a sheet giving grades 
for each semester based on the formal assessments (two per year) building 
on the previous criteria-based assessment. These included items such as 
“factual knowledge and understanding”, “research skills” and “evaluation”. 

Students at OLC stated that they liked grades and found them useful as 
they “show you what you have been doing, make you try for an A” although 
one student preferred the new levels as “my parents don’t know whether I 
have been listening or not”. They reported that they do read the comments 
and that there are always suggestions as to how the work could be improved. 
The sampling of marked work confirmed this with comments such as: 
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Good work M. Your assignment was well researched. You gave a 
clear explanation of the printing press and illustrated it effectively 
with OHTs [Overhead Transparencies] You could have given more 
emphasis to the effects of the introduction of the printing press.  

 

Although occasionally, a student may have been left in some doubt 
about what needed to be addressed: 

C, you could have done so much more with this role play. 
 

Teachers share pieces of work and discuss comments they have made on 
them as well as the work itself. Heads of department saw this as professional 
behaviour for moderation purposes rather than monitoring of marking for 
accountability purposes. Teachers believe that it is relatively easy to do in a 
small school in which departments are not isolated. 

Self- and peer-assessment 

Skills in self- and peer-assessment are an important component of 
becoming a lifelong learner. A member of staff commented that while 
students at OLC had well developed targets for their future and were 
generally very academically competent, some started secondary school 
taking insufficient responsibility for their own actions. Self- and peer-
assessment skills should help to address this. 

Whether students were encouraged to use self- and peer-assessment 
appeared to be up to the teacher and, for example, is done more in social 
studies and health and physical education, where a proforma is sometimes 
used to structure their feedback, than in other subjects. One teacher 
emphasised the basis of trust needed for effective peer-assessment. She 
reported that sometimes she asks a student who has done less well in a piece 
of work to select another girl the student trusts and then the two students 
read each other’s work, which enables them to see what needs to be 
improved. One of the lessons observed of her teaching was designed to 
promote trust.  

In a year 9 lesson on health and physical education, 28 students were 
seated in pairs, in two circles back to back. One student in each pair was given 
a map and the other a blank piece of paper. The one with the map was asked 
to give instructions to her partner to enable her to reproduce the map. This 
well-known trust exercise was used most effectively to draw out issues about 
types of communication, listening and relating to others. At the end of the 
lesson the students were asked to complete a proforma on what they had learnt 
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from the task, on how well they had worked with their partner, and what they 
might have done differently. 

Students complete a self-evaluation sheet at the end of each semester. 
Comments tend to focus on work practices (such as, use of time, completion 
of homework, note-taking, working with others), rather than subject 
knowledge, skills or understanding. The sheet includes an item on 
identifying a target for improvement which is also usually focused on work 
practices. Written reports to parents are constructed using “electronic 
statement banks”, so the self-evaluation sheet is also used by the teacher as 
an opportunity to add something more personalised. These self-evaluations 
then form part of the focus, alongside the formal assessed assignments, of 
the twice-yearly meetings between student, parent and teacher.  

When the answers are given in the textbooks, students at OLC usually 
check them themselves. Self-evaluation sheets are completed and sent home 
for parents to sign that they have seen them.  

Group work/cooperative learning strategies 

Peer-assessment requires students to work together (as sometimes 
established through cooperative group work). Teachers mentioned a 
Queensland initiative on cooperative learning. A teacher at OLC said that 
she had used cooperative learning techniques in a unit of work on human 
rights. The students were allocated to groups of four (to ensure ability mix) 
and they had to decide which four human rights out of the ten in the 
UN declaration, were crucial. In the year 9 library-based lesson observed on 
this unit, all students worked individually but this may have reflected the 
fact that it was a library session.  

The students recounted that work in the primary school had been more 
activity-based and that lessons in the secondary school were more text-based. 
The lessons observed were mixed but there were clear subject differences with 
health and physical education being activity-based and the social science 
lessons text-based. The student comments confirmed this suggesting that there 
was little group work in English or social studies but some in health and 
physical education and their optional subjects such as Japanese. 

Students’ aspirations 

Students’ aspirations seemed fairly high and students were keen to talk 
about them. The guidance officer confirmed that in her experience students 
aspirations were high. The four year 9 students interviewed all had ideas 
about future careers which included cartoonist, advertising, early childhood 
teaching and working with animals.  
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Creating conditions 

When the outcomes-based initiative was introduced at state level, OLC 
had not had any discussion about the lower secondary curriculum for some 
time. One teacher at OLC suggested that there was lots of resentment and 
scepticism about the initiative because teachers were not fully consulted 
during the syllabus construction process. The heads of department, who in 
OLC were responsible for implementation of the syllabuses, considered that 
insufficient support had been given for implementation. Schools have 
expected to devise their own methods of implementation. In time, there may 
be sharing among schools of the most successful implementation strategies. 

At State level, the new syllabuses are being developed and introduced in 
two key learning areas at a time. One head of department at OLC suggested 
that as the outcomes-based approach gets rolled out to all subjects and 
students become more familiar with the statements, it may be possible to 
drop the grades and focus more on the outcomes and the levels associated 
with them. But for the moment she felt that they were not meaningful to 
students and were therefore of limited use in providing feedback. Another 
suggested that some revisions to the outcomes were likely since the 
responsible officers in her subject areas (history and geography) were 
currently working in schools and realising that some of the statements 
needed adjusting. Furthermore, the heads of department noted that outcomes 
are more easily defined and observed in some subjects than in others and in 
English where for example, critical analysis is encouraged, the outcomes 
may be more difficult to judge. 

One social studies teacher at OLC felt that the outcomes-based system 
was not as useful as the previous criteria-based system because the previous 
system had been working effectively in their department. The head of 
department made clear that the outcomes-based statements and their 
associated levels are too broad to show day-to-day student progress, so she 
had broken them down into components which were similar to the criteria 
that they had previously used. Furthermore, at OLC the heads of department 
in the Key Learning Areas that are being implemented have agreed to 
qualify the levels with an additional judgement about whether the outcome 
has been demonstrated consistently or at a very high standard.  

The heads of department at OLC reported that there had been extensive 
staff development associated with the outcomes-based initiative but while 
there were so few practical examples of implementation, teachers are left to 
implement it in whatever ways they can. The Queensland Studies Authority 
(QSA) develops syllabuses for schools but has not played a major role in 
their implementation, including the implementation of assessment processes. 
The subject associations (especially in History and English) were reported to 
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have made pedagogy and assessment a focus in the last six years, including 
journal articles and seminars on self-assessment and peer-assessment. 

CASE STUDY 2: WOODRIDGE STATE HIGH SCHOOL  

Woodridge State High School (WSHS) is a government suburban school 
with 820 students and around 80 staff (60 of whom are teachers) run by 
Education Queensland. There is a wide range of administrative and support 
staff, such as a school-based police officer, and nurse, providing an inter-
disciplinary service. The school also has a childcare facility enabling young 
parents to complete their schooling. The pastoral care system in the school 
allocates a teacher to each student who provides support and meets each 
term with the student and parent to discuss progress. The mission of the 
school is to develop confident, enterprising, lifelong learners through a 
social outcomes strategy. The strategy involves integrating cognitive, 
emotional and behavioural areas in order to establish, maintain and develop 
constructive social relationships.  

The area has higher unemployment than average, with lower incomes 
and lower educational standards but household size is average. Due to the 
nature of the housing in the area there is high student mobility. The student 
population is diverse with 46 nationalities and 14% of students whose first 
language is not English. WSHS is the only school in that district with a unit 
to support students with English language needs to enable them to transfer 
into mainstream classes. Support is also provided for the 41 students 
identified as having special educational needs with a strong emphasis on 
transition to work programmes. 

The school has reformed the pedagogy and curriculum since 1999. An 
integrated curriculum is provided in year 8 covering modules such as 
“Ecotourism” and the outcomes and key learning areas specified in the 
Education Queensland guidance are linked within this module. Students and 
teachers negotiate the criteria and standards used to assess work. 
Assessment is a continuous process and there is a strong commitment to co-
operative group work. 

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Year 8 students at WSHS thought that learning occurred most when 
explanations were given in full, illustrated with examples, when the teacher 
talks less and there is less writing and when teachers use humour and get 
along well with each other. This final comment may reflect the relatively 
unusual experience that these students have of frequent team teaching. They 
compared the teaching strategies very favourably to those used in other 
schools attended by their friends and suggested that other schools relied 
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more heavily on worksheets and pupils received less full explanations from 
teachers. No copying off the board was observed at this school. 

The students commented that if they don’t understand something they 
just ask a friend or the teacher and that getting the wrong answer was not 
embarrassing. They also gave examples of opportunities in which a teacher 
had encouraged another pupil to give an explanation as an alternative to 
their own. If they get behind in a subject, have difficulties with a piece of 
homework or do not understand an area, teachers are available in the library 
after school to address any difficulties. 

At WSHS a head of department described the review of the curriculum 
that had taken place over the previous few years and noted a much greater 
emphasis on investigative work built into the integrated studies curriculum. 
Teaching now involved many more activities and less “chalk and talk”. A 
senior member of staff described the major reforms that had been going on 
in WSHS for the previous two years as focusing mainly on higher order 
questioning, multiple intelligences and thinking skills. 

Strategies that support diversity/individual needs 

At WSHS, the head of student support had been at the school two and a 
half years. When she started there were 32 students identified as needing 
learning support and they spent most of their time in a separate unit. Now 
most of them are supported in mainstream lessons. Approaches based on 
multiple intelligences have been used to support students with learning 
difficulties, for example, through a kinaesthetic session in the playground on 
the concept of negative numbers.  

Every week there is an allocated time for year 8 and some year 9 
students to reflect on their learning, working with others and experiences 
and to write comments about it in their learning journals. Teachers are 
allowed to read them but not allowed to write in them. One student had 
entered the following comments: 

Yesterday my group and I made different shapes of a certain size 
out of newspaper. I got frustrated when nobody would listen to 
me. But we finished a square and two rectangles. 

Listen. None of our group members listened to each other. We all 
had ideas but wouldn’t explain them. Then it would all end up in 
a mess. 

Shared objectives 

The students described one teacher’s practice of sharing the aim of what 
they are expected to achieve in the lesson. Other teachers were more likely 
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to give out a worksheet with the aims at the top. Teachers were observed to 
share objectives of lessons with the students. They also held up pieces of 
work from someone in the class currently or from previous years as models 
of what good work looks like. 

In the student interviews at WSHS, students reported that teachers often 
used an example of a piece of work such as a poem to draw attention to 
positive aspects but not to suggest that this is exactly what all students 
should do.  

Higher order questioning 

At WSHS, higher order questioning was evident in integrated studies 
lessons. Teachers were observed deliberately to ask students who were less 
inclined to contribute. Questioning was used extensively to check 
understanding and in one lesson, at the end of each activity, the students 
were invited to assess it on difficulty and student feedback determined 
whether the teacher moved on to the next activity or gave a further 
explanation of the previous one. Students and other staff interviewed 
confirmed that reflections of this type were regularly built into lessons. 
When students worked in small groups, the teachers rotated around the 
groups to get further explanations, encouraging experimentation, problem-
solving and reasoning.  

Not all the teachers observed made regular use of open questions but it 
was a strategy evident in some lessons, perhaps linked to individual teachers 
rather than to specific subjects. 

Comment marking and feedback which identifies future targets 

The students interviewed at WSHS said that teachers give them verbal 
feedback on written work in class which was why their exercise books 
appeared not to have any marks or comments in them. One produced a history 
work booklet which was an assessed assignment with a sheet on the front 
giving the outcomes-based statements marked as either beginning, working 
toward or achieved. In addition, the teacher had given a comment indicating 
what would need to be done to improve the work. The year 8 students said 
that grades or marks were never given and they felt that this helped them work 
to their own standard and not worry about comparing themselves to other 
people. They all claimed to read and act upon the comments and suggested 
that the teacher was always willing to discuss them.  

At WSHS comment marking was very specific and helpful even when 
commenting on a very successful piece of work: 
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Wonderful work J! Your answers in this booklet are very creative 
and well written. Your Jirrbal story in particular was exceptional. 
Try and label your diagrams in future. Keep up the great work! 
Well done! 
 

And on less successful attempts: 

Good try J! The rules asked for in Q4 are to do with what happens 
to the North point when the maps are rotated. Have another think 
about it. 
 

And written comments signed by two teachers on an oral presentation: 

Good eye contact with the audience. Avoid playing with your 
pencil too much, at times it distracted the audience. Your 
information was very interesting and you focused mainly on the 
changes that have occurred during the last 100 years. Well done, it 
was fantastic. Keep up the good effort we are all very proud of you. 
 

Self- and peer-assessment 

Teachers at WSHS are trying to ensure that the pupils are aware of, and 
understand the outcome-based statements and can assess themselves against 
the standards. In the student interviews at WSHS, they described reflection 
time as a feature of most lessons, the use of their learning journals in which 
questions to be addressed included “what do you understand about… ?”. 
They gave examples of marking each others’ work and giving each other 
feedback on written work. One student said he only corrected other people’s 
work and didn’t write comments on it indicating how it might be improved 
but admitted that it might be more helpful if he did so.  

At WSHS, there is a report card every term as a basis for a discussion 
between the student, parent and care manager. The parents interviewed 
confirmed the value of these discussions which last about 20 minutes each term.  

One senior teacher described the emphasis in school on self- and peer-
assessment claiming, “You’ve got to have the kids analysing their own 
learning and deciding what they have learnt all the way through their 
schooling if you want them to learn”. 

Group work/cooperative learning strategies 

Teachers commented that far more use was made of cooperative group 
work than occurred at other schools in Brisbane and that students initially 
complained that the teachers weren’t giving them the answers. The students 
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thought that they worked in small groups in about half of most lessons. 
Sometimes they worked in mixed-ability groups in which the teachers seated 
them for the year but they reported that within class grouping arrangements 
varied which helped them to learn to work in teams. Some of the integrated 
studies lessons are taught in a combined group of two classes with two 
teachers and several teaching assistants. These lessons tend to involve 
extensive group work in which students are sometimes grouped on an ability 
basis and sometimes self select the groups.  

Two-year 8 groups were combined for an integrated studies lesson 
focusing on negative numbers and the Romans. There were 35 students in 
total although this group is usually larger, but some students were involved 
in another activity elsewhere. Two subject teachers were supported by one 
special needs teacher and two teacher aides. Both teachers appeared to have 
a secure grasp of both the historical and mathematical subject knowledge. 
The session was introduced and the lesson objectives shared in the whole 
group and students then worked in the groups of four in which they were 
sitting. The group activities had been carefully planned using practical 
materials that maximised explorations of the concepts and minimised use of 
whole texts. Feedback from the teacher encouraged further exploration. 
Feedback between students tended to be at the level of whether an outcome 
was correct or not rather than indicating how to improve it. Students were 
encouraged to reflect on how effectively they had worked as a group as well 
as how well they had completed the task.  

When interviewed, the students who had been in this lesson commented 
that the lesson was typical. They are often asked to reflect on the strategies 
they used to address the task as well as how well they worked together in their 
small groups. Another lesson involving group work invited students to assign 
specific roles of chairperson, note-taker and leader. When feeding back, they 
were encouraged to assess each person’s contribution, the effectiveness of the 
roles in supporting their learning and how they might have improved it.  

In the student interview, the students claimed that working in small 
groups helped to develop their understanding through testing out their ideas, 
examples and explanations on others. They suggested that disadvantages of 
working in groups included having to work with people you don’t like, who 
hold you back or mess about. Overall, they felt that the advantages 
outweighed the disadvantages and favoured the mixed-ability groups that 
they usually experienced: 

I reckon it’s important to have people working together at different 
levels, then the people at higher levels can teach the people at 
lower levels in their own way. In the real world you work with 
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different people, you don’t always choose who you work with and 
working with other people you don’t know helps you. 

Students’ aspirations 

Students mentioned their intentions to become a teacher, two mentioned 
becoming a lawyer, a prison guard, a dietician, a chef or in one case, any job 
that earns lots of money.   

The three parents interviewed felt that the school encouraged high 
aspirations. One had a daughter in year 9 who wants to become a social 
worker, one had a year 9 daughter who suffers from asthma and wants to 
become a policewoman and the third had a son in year 10 with motivation 
problems who had done work experience in a butcher and was aiming to get 
an apprenticeship. Two of the three had older daughters who had been 
through the school and all were at university. The parents felt that the school 
equipped them to manage themselves through university. The school’s track 
record for students securing university places together with the quality of 
staff and extent of community involvement were reasons they had chosen to 
send their sons and daughters to this school.  

Creating conditions 

The school encouraged various approaches, including regular 
monitoring of pupil progress, for improved teacher practice and improved 
student learning. Teachers were given opportunities to discuss their work in 
teams. There was little evidence of teachers undertaking staff development 
in assessment for learning, although Woodridge SHS planned some in-
service work for the whole school in the near future. However, statewide 
curriculum implementation is supported by professional development that 
includes elements on assessment for learning. 

Changes of staff and senior management were a potential threat to long-
term sustainability. There was evidence that young, innovative teachers were 
attracted to coming to work at WSHS, but were then more likely to be offered 
promotion elsewhere relatively quickly. The school had also experienced 
changes recently in the senior management team. However, there is evidence 
that changes to teaching and learning, such as the use of student self-
reflection, group work and comment marking, had become sufficiently 
embedded and could be maintained through some staffing changes. 
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Scotland: Developing a Coherent System of Assessment 
by 

Anne Sliwka, University of Mannheim 
Ernest Spencer, education consultant and University of Glasgow 

OVERVIEW 

The Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) has promoted 
formative assessment through a number of programmes, policies, and 
guidelines. These include:  

• National Qualifications (age 16+, typically). In the last three 
years, the National Qualifications have brought some new 
assessment requirements into schools. Principally, these involve 
internal summative assessment of three modules of work in each 
subject, on an “Achieved/Not Achieved” basis. This internal 
assessment is an essential part of the certification process: 
students cannot achieve a grade for the whole course through the 
external examination without passing the internal modules. 
Teaching and assessment support materials for National 
Qualifications distributed to schools include advice on formative 
assessment, as well as on summative assessments and means of 
standardising them. 

• Standard Grade curriculum (age 14-16). Assessment for this 
programme of work includes internal summative assessment by 
teachers for aspects of work not susceptible to external examining. 
Teachers received advice in this programme, too, on formative 
assessment, called “Assessment as Part of Teaching”. 

• National Guidelines on Assessment 5–14. The guidelines 
encourage teachers to think systematically about assessment as an 
integrated part of the complex process of learning and teaching. A 
central feature is the promotion of the idea that most classroom 
assessment should be “assessment as part of teaching”. 
Summative judgments about attainment of the 5–14 levels should 
be only occasional, and based on a large amount of classwork. In 
English language and mathematics, when it is clear that a 
student’s classwork shows full command of the level, the teacher 
selects a National Test (now called National Assessments) from a 
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catalogue available from the Scottish Qualifications Authority 
(SQA). Teachers administer a test when they consider it 
appropriate: there is no “test day” for all at the same time.  

• National advice distributed through “Taking a Closer Look” 
diagnostic procedures. The materials suggest ways in which 
teachers can incorporate assessment naturally into day-to-day 
teaching. These procedures are based on the principle that a 
teacher can find out much more about processes of learning 
through discussion with a child than by using a test, no matter 
how well designed.   

• The current Assessment is for Learning Programme (AiFL). The 
AiFL aims to integrate the existing approaches and policies on 
assessment into a more streamlined and coherent system. One 
important element in this plan is the ambitious concept of Personal 
Learning Planning (PLP). PLP is meant to be a process of 
interaction between teacher and student which promotes self-
awareness as a learner and self-assessment of progress toward 
agreed individual learning aims, within the broader context of the 
teaching programme for the whole class or group. It is associated 
in the AiFL programme developing formative assessment, 
including “comments only” feedback from teachers and self- and 
peer-assessment by students. There is an element of recording 
achievement (in school work and elsewhere) and of next steps in 
learning, but the reflective and interactive process is the critical 
aspect of PLP. PLP transfers a crucial amount of responsibility for 
pursuit of agreed learning aims to the individual learner, with 
support from teachers and parents.  

For a number of years SEED also asked schools to set “targets” for 
overall attainment. This system sought to ensure that schools use 
institutional self-evaluation to address issues of student attainment and 
teaching and learning action to improve it. There are, however, 
disadvantages of target setting and concentration on test or examination 
performance in the school self-evaluation, and some, perhaps many, teachers 
and school managers seem to regard action to develop really effective 
learning and teaching as separate from, or even inimical to, their need to 
improve results. One disadvantageous effect of target-setting does appears to 
have been to encourage schools to focus attention much more on the narrow 
5-14 tests in English language and mathematics than on the professional 
judgement about classwork and the formative assessment approaches 
recommended in the national guidelines. 
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE CASE STUDIES 

Forres Academy has been using co-operative learning strategies for almost 
ten years. Co-operative learning is a teaching strategy using highly structured 
small group learning activities. This work has prepared the ground well for the 
school’s more recent focus on formative assessment in the national Assessment 
is for Learning programme. Co-operative learning creates room for formative 
assessment, freeing teachers to spend more time with individual students and 
groups of students – and emphasises learning on the basis of an individualised 
assessment of their strengths and needs. Indeed, effective co-operative learning 
is an essential element of formative assessment. 

At John Ogilvie High School, teachers have been actively involved in 
implementation of the national Assessment is for Learning programme. The 
programme emphasises the development of students’ skills for self-
evaluation. Teachers have started to focus more on the development of 
students’ learning to learn skills, and have moved away from knowledge-
focused methods of teaching, concerned with covering as much curriculum 
as possible during the term. Teachers at the school point to impressive 
evidence showing the progress of individual students over the course of a 
few months.  

CASE STUDY 1: FORRES ACADEMY 

In Forres Academy two teachers were actively implementing “Assessment 
is for Learning” strategies in science in the first two years of secondary 
education, S1/S2 (age 12-14) and in mathematics in S1 (age 12-13) and S5 
(age 16-17), as part of the national project. They and other staff had already 
been developing similar activities in their teaching, having been very heavily 
involved for almost ten years in implementation of co-operative learning 
techniques derived from Canadian practice. This innovative teaching approach 
was started on the initiative of the previous headteacher, who had observed 
co-operative learning during a visit to Ontario and had convinced the staff of 
the school to try its implementation in Forres Academy.  

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Co-operative learning and school development 

Forres Academy is actively implementing the national programme, 
“Assessment is for Learning”. The programme is being integrated into the 
school’s pre-existing initiative on co-operative learning.   
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Co-operative learning is a teaching strategy using highly structured 
small group learning activities. Based on research developed by Spencer 
Kagan, Donald Johnson, Roger Johnson, Elizabeth Cohen, Carol Rolheiser 
and Barrie Bennett et al.,1 it is based on five key elements that address the 
shortcomings of traditional group work:  

• First, positive interdependence connects students in such a way 
that their individual success depends on a joint effort – group 
members need each other to complete the group’s task.  

• Second, interaction patterns are structured so that members have 
to interact with one another to complete the task (and develop 
positive interdependence).  

• Third, each learner in a group is individually accountable and 
group members have to support each other to meet accepted 
criteria.  

• Fourth, interpersonal and group skills needed for the work are 
deliberately modelled and developed by the teacher and 
collaborative behaviour is assessed.  

• Fifth, students are given time and procedures to analyse and assess 
group functioning and then to modify their group interaction 
accordingly (group processing).  

When several teachers in the school developed an interest in co-
operative learning strategies they had seen in Canada, the school brought in 
professional trainers from Canada and encouraged every teacher to take part 
in a range of training opportunities. The training opportunities linked the 
new teaching strategy in a fairly formal way to development planning. No 
teacher was formally obliged to join in the training activities or to try out co-
operative learning in the classroom, but the new approach created a lot of 
enthusiasm about teaching and learning. This “feel-good factor”, as the 
deputy headteacher describes it, created a pull. Teachers who were not 
involved in the project initially decided to join the training the second or 
even third time around, so that over a three-year period, a large majority of 

                                                        
1 Slavin, R., Cooperative Learning, New York, 1983; Sharan, S., Handbook of Cooperative 

Learning Methods; Johnson, D.W. and Johnson, R.T., Cooperation and Competition – 
Theory and Research, Edina/Minnesota, 1989; Johnson, D.W., Johnson, R.T. and Holubec, 
E.J., Circles of Learning: Cooperation in the Classroom, Edina 1986; Kagan, S., 
Cooperative Learning, San Clemente/Calif. 1997; Cohen, E., Designing Groupwork: 
Strategies for the Heterogenous Classroom; Bennett, B., Rolheiser, C. and Stevahn, L., 
Cooperative Learning: Where Heart meets Mind, Toronto 1991.  
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the teachers in Forres Academy became involved in implementing the new 
teaching practice. Most perceived co-operative learning as a promising 
strategy to involve a greater number of students’ actively in learning and to 
develop their social skills at the same time.  

Practitioners and researchers in education have developed a variety of 
co-operative learning methods. A simple one is the Placemat Activity, in 
which four students in a group write down ideas individually in separate 
sections of a large sheet of paper during a first stage, read out loud their 
individual ideas and then come up with a group proposal which they write in 
the middle of the sheet. The Jigsaw Technique is more complex. Students 
research different aspects of a broad topic and then learn about the entire 
topic by teaching each other about its different components.  

The headteacher and the teachers are convinced that formative 
assessment can be incorporated into a variety of teaching strategies and is 
part of a much larger set of teacher repertoires. Even if co-operative learning 
activities do not of themselves guarantee use of formative assessment, they 
do create opportunities for the teacher to provide individual students and 
groups of students with feedback and learning support.  

Co-operative learning creates room for formative assessment 

A deliberate use of co-operative learning strategies frees the teacher to 
spend more time with and provide scaffolding for individual students and 
groups of students with different learning needs. Scaffolding contributes to 
formative assessment because it provides students with advice on how to 
proceed with their own learning on the basis of an individualised assessment 
of their strengths and needs.  

In an S5 (age 16-17) psychology class on anorexia nervosa, for example, 
students were given a newspaper article, a case study and a sheet with 
scientific information on theories explaining abnormal behaviour. The 
teacher started by asking simple questions aimed at fostering a deeper 
understanding of the case study and progressed to more abstract questions 
that linked the anorexia case to several different psychological theories on 
abnormal behaviour. She gave the students a very clear deadline and task. 
The class seemed to be quite advanced and familiar with co-operative 
learning; there was no need to model social skills in terms of how they 
should work together. The groups worked in a focused and effective 
manner, with every member contributing.  

While the 20 students were working on the assignment in groups of 
four, the teacher walked around the classroom and checked their 
understanding of the text and the task: “What do you think of this theory? 
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Does it make sense to you?”. She listened with great attention to each 
response, encouraged students to think beyond the text and added detailed 
expert knowledge to enhance students’ personal understanding of the 
subject. The students visibly enjoyed the class. The atmosphere was 
professional, even academic. The groups respected the teacher as an expert 
and as somebody who was responding to their interests as she helped them 
to develop their own expertise. Ten minutes before the end of the period, 
students presented the results of their group work to each other. They 
listened attentively, asked questions and further discussed particular issues.  

Evaluating their learning experience after the class, students pointed out 
how much they appreciated and valued the teacher’s professionalism. 
Combining the use of various sources (newspaper articles, theoretical 
writing and case studies) with very well planned and professional classroom 
management (including direct instruction, co-operative learning and 
personalised feedback) motivated the students to work hard for the class. 
The students considered the way in which the teacher integrated different 
methods and materials to be exemplary.  

Learning through teaching others: the Jigsaw Puzzle 

The sixteen students of Forres S2 (age 13-14) science class were seated 
in rows. At the beginning of the lesson the teacher asked the class to recall 
the recent Elgin floods. She thus linked global warming to the students’ own 
experience of local floods and told them they would be considering the 
factors affecting floods, such as global warming and climate change. She 
explained that they would be doing a “jigsaw puzzle” activity. They would 
work in four groups to research different aspects of climate change and 
global warming from material provided and then, in a second phase, would 
explain to others what they had established. She created four mixed-sex 
groups, each of which contained students of broadly similar levels of current 
attainment. She advised them to write down their responses in sentences in 
order to be sure they understood what they were talking about and to 
remember that they needed to agree about their answers. The task involved 
reading three to four paragraphs and agreeing upon and then writing answers 
to questions. Differently coloured texts were designed for the different 
reading ability levels represented in the four groups. The groups then 
worked on the tasks.  

When this first part of the jigsaw activity was over, the teacher brought 
into play a co-operative learning strategy called “Numbered Heads Together”. 
She allocated the numbers 1 to 4 to the students in each group and then re-
grouped all 1’s, 2’s, 3’s, 4’s together. She assigned specific roles, each with a 
printed description, to each student in these new groups: reader, 
checker/encourager, recorder, resource manager. The new groups’ task sheet 
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required them to answer a range of questions about global warming, using the 
specialist expertise each one of the group members brought from their 
previous group studies. The recorders were told to record the group’s findings, 
the checkers to check the findings and the encouragers to ensure that all 
members of the group contributed. The “checker” role could, in principle, 
have involved checking the accuracy of students’ answers from the reading 
they had done. Such sophisticated peer-assessment could be a very significant 
part of assessment for learning, but to ensure that peer-assessment was indeed 
formative, teachers would need both to demonstrate skills for formative 
assessment and to reinforce them regularly.  

The Jigsaw method seems to be a very good basis for both independent 
thinking and co-operative learning. It creates positive interdependence and 
makes each student accountable for his or her own learning, particularly since 
each is required to contribute to the new group what they have learnt in the prior 
group. The Jigsaw method can also be used with varying levels of complexity: 
with more experienced students, who are used to independent research, the tasks 
could involve a wider range of printed or electronic material, more time and 
expectation of a presentation by each member of the group during the second 
stage (rather than just contributing to answering questions).   

Peer scaffolding and teacher feedback 

A similar strategy was used for students preparing for the National 
Qualifications in Higher mathematics. They sat together in groups of four. 
The use of co-operative learning methods was not as deliberate as in the 
psychology and the science classes, but had similar effects. While solving 
mathematical problems, students could exchange ideas and discuss various 
ways of tackling a particular problem. “We argue in our group about the 
right way to do things. We use different methods, we compare the way we 
did it. If someone gets it wrong and the others get it right, then they explain 
it to that person in the group.”   

Only if students in the group did not know how to move ahead or if 
there was great controversy about the solution to a problem did they refer to 
their teacher. “If you have problems he will point you in the right direction. 
He will ask you an additional question to show you how you might be able 
to do it.” In other words, the teacher used scaffolding techniques to respond 
to different learning needs. He sought to expose any conceptual 
misunderstandings individual students may have, and explained the 
mathematics taking account of those misunderstandings. Students were then 
able to develop new insights by exposing prior misconceptions. The teacher 
strongly emphasised the importance of asking the students to explain their 



212 – SCOTLAND 
 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT – IMPROVING LEARNING IN SECONDARY CLASSROOMS – 92-64-00739-3 © OECD 2005 

methods of arriving at answers and solutions, even when wrong, and of 
using each example to explain mathematical concepts.  

Feedback needs to be immediate and personalised 

Most students noted that individual and immediate feedback was most 
useful. Feedback given to an individual student in front of an entire class 
was often experienced as humiliating. Delayed feedback, returned weeks 
after a test or essay, was of little interest to students because it did not relate 
to their work at that time.  

The most productive kind of feedback from the student perspective was 
comment while doing a task, rather than later. “When a teacher gives you 
little hints it triggers something. That is useful.”  

Students see comments on exercise books as being useful, as long as 
they are provided soon after they have completed the work. From the 
student perspective, self-assessment works only if it is accompanied by 
teacher feedback and peer-assessment. One girl described self-assessment as 
a chore, and most of the other students interviewed agree with her: 
“Teachers need to tell me what my strengths are. I find it difficult to do that 
myself”. Most students found self-assessment challenging but did appreciate 
peer-assessment.  

Creating synergy between an academic task and a social skill  

All of the students interviewed agreed that group work can be done 
extremely badly but also very well. That depends on the teacher’s skill at 
moderating group work processes. Good use of co-operative learning in 
Forres Academy aimed to promote synergy between academic learning and 
the development of social skills.  

In an S2 English class the teacher started her lesson by explaining that 
students would be working on an academic task and a social task. The class 
had recently watched “Robin Hood – Prince of Thieves” and that day they 
would be reflecting on the qualities and characteristics of “a hero”. After 
explaining the academic learning goal to her class, the teacher spent an 
equal amount of time explaining the social task for the day, namely the use 
of “quiet voices” in group work. The four students in each group gave 
themselves a number each. The teacher referred to these numbers in 
assigning and explaining certain roles the students would take on during co-
operative learning to manage their own group process better. Each group 
thus contained a leader, a noise monitor, a materials manager and a writer.  

The teacher spent a good deal of time explaining the different roles and 
making sure that each student understood his or her responsibilities. She spoke 
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of the importance of “social skills” for working in teams and discussed with 
the students the meaning of “using a quiet voice” in teamwork. Students 
brainstormed what the use of a quiet voice in teams “looks like” and “sounds 
like” and the teacher noted the ideas on the blackboard.  

The groups’ task was to brainstorm about the different qualities of a 
hero under four subheadings provided by the teacher. While they worked on 
the assignment, the teacher walked around the class, questioning, approving 
and encouraging. She spent more time with those groups who seemed to 
have greater problems in identifying and categorising the qualities of a hero. 
She prompted students to think further. When a student said a hero would be 
“manly”, for example, she asked him to define the adjective. When he added 
“brave and active” as associated with “manly”, she suggested that those 
adjectives could also be added to the description of a hero.  

After the presentation of group work the lesson ended with a group 
activity related to the social skill “use of quiet voices”. In each group the 
student who had acted as noise monitor was asked to grade the group’s use 
of quiet voices on a scale from one (high) to five. At the same time the three 
other members were to discuss and decide on a grade for their group. Then 
both grades were compared and discussed. The teacher advised that the 
group needed to agree on strategies for improving their group work skills.  

Creating conditions  

Subject departments play a crucial role in disseminating good practice 
within Forres Academy. Weekly department meetings are partly used for 
sharing and discussing good practice. Teachers often share ideas across 
departments during the two in-service staff development days per year. In 
the past, joint training events on co-operative learning also brought together 
Forres staff with teachers from the associated primary schools, in a 
deliberate attempt to align teaching strategies across the entire school life of 
a student.  

Even though enthusiasm for co-operative learning has somewhat 
lessened over the past years, there is an infrastructure for continuous 
development in place within the school. It is not the case that teachers have 
developed scepticism about its effectiveness, but some of the initial 
excitement has faded. Four teachers acting as internal coaches for co-
operative learning are available to work with and provide advice and 
coaching to colleagues in different departments who want to integrate co-
operative learning strategies into their own classroom work. There seems to 
be a good basis for reawakening some of the enthusiasm for the innovative 
approaches of co-operative learning and formative assessment.  
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In recent years, Moray Council has encouraged schools to develop 
according to their own needs and has consequently devolved quite a large 
amount of its budget to the schools themselves. A part of those funds was 
used to free the four coaches in Forres Academy from part of their teaching 
obligations to allow them to provide material and coaching support for other 
teachers in Forres and in neighbouring schools who request advice about co-
operative learning methods. Sometimes the authority runs workshops where 
staff members from the same departments of different schools share good 
practice. This teacher network is seen as very useful for developing 
teachers’ practice. In past years, Moray Council has invited the co-operative 
learning trainers from Canada to provide training for teachers from the 
various schools in the region.  

CASE STUDY 2: JOHN OGILVIE HIGH SCHOOL  

In John Ogilvie High School a team of social subjects teachers (History, 
Modern Studies and Geography) are the prime movers in the “Assessment is 
for Learning” developments, principally with classes in the first two years, 
S1/S2, (age 12-14). One of the deputy headteachers, the school’s assessment 
co-ordinator, took up the government initiative and asked the social subjects 
departments to become involved in the programme, because he was aware of 
the interest in formative assessment of the most senior history teacher, who 
had been using a range of innovative teaching and assessment strategies in 
his classroom before the Assessment is for Learning Programme (AiFL) 
started. The headteacher encouraged joint development work and sharing of 
good practice by asking other teachers in social subjects, mathematics and 
English to co-operate in further developing formative assessment practice in 
the school under the leadership of the senior history teacher.  

Teaching and assessment at the school 

Toward the consistent use of formative assessment 

The school has tried to make assessment practices as coherent as 
possible in social subjects, English and mathematics for this particular group 
of S1/S2 students. Staff teamwork has been a crucial factor in the successful 
implementation of formative assessment strategies in the project. The senior 
history teacher had already, before the introduction of the AiFL programme, 
been experimenting with new ways of assessing oral presentations using 
detailed evaluative comments, rather than marks. At an early stage in the 
project they agreed on a need for close co-operation through regular 
meetings to carry the initiative forward. The material they had access to 
initially, most of which came from England, was not entirely suited to the 
Scottish 5–14 requirements, and was not seen as sufficiently user-friendly. 
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The teachers worked together to produce more appropriate material to meet 
agreed goals for teaching and formative assessment. They spent 
considerable time discussing, selecting, simplifying and adapting different 
subject criteria statements suitable for the S1 presentation project and the 
written essays. 

The fact that the initiative is primarily teacher-driven and focuses on 
improved learning appealed to the group of teachers in John Ogilvie High 
School. They attended a national conference in Edinburgh and received 
background information and videotapes on formative assessment practice in 
English schools that had been involved in the research by Dylan Wiliam and 
Paul Black (reported in Inside the Black Box).  

Self- and peer-evaluation on essay writing and group presentations 

The S1 history teachers decided to focus the innovation on specific 
aspects of the S1 syllabus, namely on oral group presentation and, later, 
extended essay writing. The group presentations were based on short team 
research assignments and were evaluated by all the other members of the 
class. Student teams were to research controversial historical questions like 
“Did the Romans create a civilised society in Britain?” or “William Wallace 
deserved to be executed? How far do you agree?”. Students were asked to 
prepare and present a balanced presentation containing:  

• An introduction and sufficient background information. 

• Evidence to support the case for the argument. 

• Evidence to support the case against the argument. 

• A conclusion. 

Each group member was required to find relevant information and to 
take part in the group presentation.  

Over the course of the history programme each student was also asked 
to write three extended essays based on historical sources provided by the 
teacher and located through additional team research. Students were asked 
to develop a well-balanced argument based on evidence. Students had 
access to written criteria on which their work would be judged, as had been 
the case with the oral presentations. 

Initially, the teachers had required teams of students to present a case 
related to a given historical theme in direct competition to a contrary 
presentation from a rival team. This competitive approach to presenting the 
historical evidence was later abandoned in favour of a more balanced one, 
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where a team of students needed to present the entire case, introduction, 
evidence in favour of, evidence against, and conclusion.  

Consistency and transparency in the use of criteria for 
high quality work 

Working as a team, teachers deliberately aligned the criteria for 
extended essay writing in the social subjects with the criteria used in 
structuring oral group presentations. (There was also a parallel application 
of similar criteria in English essays.) “The group work should instil and 
reinforce the qualities looked for in extended writing.”  

Teachers determined that it was crucial that all students in the class be 
very familiar with the criteria for effective presentation. In order to do this, 
the teachers provided written statements (sometimes in the form of sticky 
labels for attaching to a response sheet) representing different levels of 
success for each important aspect of a presentation. There were three levels 
of possible success for each of the key aspects of a good presentation: a very 
successful argument, with full evidential support; a capable, but not 
complete argument, with some appropriate evidential support; and, an 
argument which needed boosting in various ways. The students had been 
introduced to these evaluative descriptors early in the subject programme. 
Before the research teams set about their tasks, the students in the class 
observed for the case study spent a good deal of time discussing what a good 
quality group presentation would look like, in terms of both content and 
style. As each research group presented its argument and evidence, the other 
students made individual judgements of the quality of the presentation in 
relation to the criteria and then took part in group discussion to reach a 
consensus about which criteria had been met.  

As each research team in the class observed completed its presentation, 
the teacher opened class discussion, asking the class first to consider the 
strong and weak points of the presentations, and emphasised the need to 
provide evidence for their evaluation. This strategy was a means of keeping 
open the possibility that some students could come up with insightful critique 
of their colleagues’ work without the help of the relatively pre-determined 
criteria statements (which the teacher nevertheless considered important as 
support for students who were not yet used to making constructive evaluative 
comments on one another’s work). The teacher also took care to restate what 
each student said in this class discussion, to ensure that everyone heard the 
point that was made. He encouraged the class to agree or to take issue with 
individual students’ initial statements at this stage. Only after this open-ended 
discussion did he invite the students, first individually, then in groups, to 
apply the criteria statements to the presentation they had heard. The teacher 
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charted group views of the presentation, noting their input on a chart on the 
blackboard, and creating a summary.  

The entire class session was videotaped and tapes were used later by the 
teacher team to observe and discuss classroom management and student 
progress stimulated by the new way of teaching and learning. The tapes 
were also used for formative assessment: When watching the videotape 
students got a chance to view themselves in action and discuss their own 
strengths and developmental needs with other students in the class.  

To ensure coherence, teachers and classmates used the same evaluative 
statements to give students feedback on their work. The same basic structure 
and criteria statements also underpinned the three extended essays students 
were required to write. This allowed teachers to compare the essays and assess 
whether students were making progress over time. Teachers wrote fairly 
detailed comments on particular skills or objectives for greater attention. 
Students were then required to respond by writing down their own learning 
strategies for the future, taking into account the teacher’s observation.  

Another significant aspect of the social subjects work in John Ogilvie 
High School was the flexible use of learning and teaching time. As a key 
part of the programme, students spent time in the library doing the necessary 
research for presentations, while the rest of the class continued other 
classwork. This strategy was justified by the staff on the grounds that the 
process of learning was as valuable as the content to be covered. Students 
spent approximately equal time in classroom work and research/presentation 
activities, allowing for both direct teaching of subject content and skills and 
practical application of the latter in pursuit of a deeper understanding of the 
ideas and evidence. 

More time for discussion and support in a divided class 

An S1 (age 12-13) mathematics class at John Ogilvie High School 
worked on areas in geometry. The class was divided in half. About 
14 students stayed in the classroom to work with the teacher, the other half 
went to the computer room to work with an individualised programme 
called Successmaker. The teacher divides the class frequently so that she can 
get students to discuss a mathematical problem in a comparatively small 
group and can spend more time with those students who need extra support 
and prompting. While dividing the class she always pays attention to 
creating mixed ability groups and to separating students who misbehave 
when together. 
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Thinking time instead of hands-up 

The previous lesson had focussed on how to calculate the area of a 
rectangle. In revising, the teacher introduced the new topic: calculating the 
area of a triangle. She gave the class a task to think about: “How can one 
derive the area of a triangle from the area of a rectangle?”. She then 
explained again that in this class students do not put their hands up, and that 
there will be sufficient “thinking time” for each student before the answer is 
discussed in the class. She made it very clear that the idea was that every 
student would get a chance to respond to the question. When the thinking 
time of about two minutes was over she asked a few students for an answer. 
On the basis of their answers she got the class to discuss how the area of a 
triangle might be derived from the area of a rectangle. On the board she 
gave a few examples to demonstrate how to do it, using the base and the 
height of the rectangle. Again, the students were given time to think for 
themselves, after which the class identified the formula for calculating areas 
of triangles: A=1/2 x b x h.  

Following the discussion, students worked in their exercise books to 
apply the formula just derived to a number of different examples. The 
teacher walked around the class and supported those who needed extra help. 
By asking questions and prompting she helped them to find solutions to the 
problem on their own. After about 15 minutes, the other half of the class 
returned from the computer room and the group that had been working in 
the classroom went to the computer room. The teacher then repeated the 
lesson for the other half of the class.   

A range of activities in English 

A mixed ability first year class in the English department worked with a 
variety of formative assessment strategies for the three terms. The teacher 
had developed an expectation that students would be given “wait time”, that 
is, before the students were asked to respond to questions, individual 
students were given time to answer fully and without interruption. The 
students responded positively to this, as well as to the more open-ended 
questions that the teacher posed. All students participated, answering and 
listening to each other’s answers carefully. 

The students also experienced far more peer-assessment than previously, 
specifically in the areas of talk and imaginative writing. They were taped 
giving solo talks so that they and the class could then review their 
performance using agreed, shared criteria. They did similar exercises with 
imaginative writing, reviewing and editing each other’s work. They also 
worked more together in groups. The students seemed to improve their 
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listening and co-operation skills in the class over the year. They were very 
enthusiastic about the various assignments and learnt to work well together. 

Creating conditions  

Among those teachers involved in “Assessment is for Learning” 
programme at John Ogilvie, an emphasis on student learning, the 
development of student skills and the capacity to self-evaluate on the basis 
of transparent criteria have clearly replaced a previous orientation toward 
covering as much of the curriculum as possible. The teachers still express 
some doubts as to whether they actually manage to combine broad 
curriculum coverage while spending the time needed to develop students’ 
learning strategies really well.  

There is, nevertheless, a growing confidence among this group of 
innovative teachers that their work really improves the learning and self-
monitoring skills of the students and is thus much more sustainable than 
traditionally knowledge-focused methods of teaching. Metacognitive skills, 
developed through the consistent application of criteria in commenting on 
students’ work and having students evaluate their own work and that of their 
peers and set learning aims for themselves are more likely than the mere 
transmission of knowledge to make them confident, self-directed learners. 
The school does not yet have quantitative evidence of, for example, 
improved examination performance, but the teachers do point to impressive 
classwork showing the progress of individual students. Comparison of 
essays written at the beginning of the project with those written after several 
months of regular formative assessment shows notable improvements both 
for students who began on a comparatively low level, and for those whose 
skills were stronger at the start.   

Observing and noting the progress and the individual students’ motivation 
for learning gives the teachers the confidence to carry on and expand their 
work, despite the pressures to cover a broad curriculum. Working as a close-
knit team provides the teachers with opportunities to share experiences and 
learn from each other. Teamwork also bolsters courage to deal with the 
problems and possible failures that come with any innovation, and makes it 
possible – and satisfying – to share and celebrate successes.  

The innovative teachers felt that improved learning strategies would 
probably enable students to learn curriculum content more quickly. Their 
practice clearly shows that deliberate experimentation and continuous 
adjustment and modification, based on an analysis of what worked and what 
was problematic, are important components of professional development. 
Several characteristics of good teaching need to combine consistently to 
overcome the alleged contradiction between curriculum coverage and 
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student-centred learning and assessment. These include clear instruction and 
modelling of skills and processes; students’ independent and co-operative 
learning; well designed, appropriately challenging tasks, with helpful 
“scaffolding” for students; sharing of learning aims and criteria of success 
with students; and positive, constructive feedback on their work. 

The innovative practice among the small group of teachers was, initially, 
quite isolated in the school. Due to its design, the school’s large staff room 
is not used on a daily basis and most of the interaction takes place within 
small subject department rooms. Teachers not involved in the Assessment 
Project at this stage knew little about it. Some argued that they already used 
a number of formative assessment strategies. When the nature of the work 
done in social subjects was described to them, they expressed concern that 
such an intensive and careful use of formative assessment to facilitate the 
growth of individual students might impede the ability of staff to cover the 
required syllabus at a reasonable pace.  

During the past 12 months, however, the school, through access to the in-
service staff development menu provided by South Lanarkshire Council 
Education Authority, has taken major steps to promote formative assessment 
across departments, as well as to develop it further in social subjects, English 
and mathematics. Twenty five new members of staff in 11 departments have 
attended Council staff development events on formative assessment in 
October, 2003, February 2004 and March, 2004. Staff involved in the Pilot 
have also planned and led discussion groups during a staff development day in 
the school, giving “witness” to their work. In addition, the pilot group was 
invited to give a major presentation to the staff of a neighbouring secondary 
school. Within the school and the “cluster” of its associated primary schools, 
teachers who have been involved in the formative assessment project in the 
past year have already contributed to staff development discussions and there 
are plans for another similar event.  

Working on the premise that real, sustained change and improvement in 
the quality of learning can only happen when the teacher is convinced of the 
value, effectiveness and credibility of the methodology, the aim is to 
encourage colleagues to use formative assessment strategies through 
exposure to good practice, support and a professional willingness to change. 
In addition, all subject departments have identified formative assessment 
within their Development Plan targets for the current session 2004-2005. 
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