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Introduction
Colin Conner

Since the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988, it is probably fair to say that the issue that has
created the greatest tension for primary schools has been assessment. The continual changing of curriculum
expectations and assessment requirements, and the more recent demands for the careful quantitative
analysis of assessment results to inform decision making, has left many schools uncertain about exactly
what is expected of them. This trend has been exacerbated by the recent requirement from the DfEE that
schools will be required to set appropriate targets for school, class and individual improvement from 1998.
This process is dependent on effective systems of assessment and appropriate processes of analysis being in
place. This book explores the changes in assessment practice since the introduction of the National
Curriculum, raises questions about assessment that are in the best interests of learners and provide
illustrations of effective practice in action.

The chapters which follow will be of interest to students in training as a means of introducing them to the
issues involved. Assessment coordinators in schools will also find the content of relevance, in that it
provides a means of evaluating the effectiveness of practice in their schools. It will also be of value to
teachers on courses of advanced study and to those following the National Professional Qualification for
Headteachers, which emphasizes the importance of reflecting on assessment data for school improvement.

The main intention of the contributions has been to reflect on the development of assessment from their
perspective and to consider the recent past, the present and what the future appears to indicate. Contributors
represent the full range of the education spectrum, from class teacher to headteacher, from LEA inspector to
university lecturer.

The opening chapter presents a review of some of the current issues associated with assessment in the
primary school. It starts by reflecting on the ways in which the term assessment has been interpreted, from
'hard-nosed objectivity' where the purpose of assessment is seen as a sifting and sorting mechanism, to a more
positive view of assessment where the main purpose is to help learners achieve their potential. This is
followed by a consideration of the contrasting theories that underpin assessment practice and suggests that
our understanding of assessment is influenced by our views of the learning process. A distinction is drawn
between a psychometric conception of assessment, which is influenced by psychological theories of
intelligence developed at the turn of the century, and an educational perspective, which bases interpretations

on a social constructivist view of learning. Social constructivism sees learners as active constructors of
their own understanding. Learning from this perspective is influenced by what the learner currently knows
and the context in which both learning and assessment take place. The implications of this perspective for
assessment are considered.

Other influencing factors are also discussed, in particular issues related to the credibility, reliability and
validity of assessment. One particularly significant feature that has emerged in recent research concerns the
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feedback which teachers provide for children about their learning. Drawing on the work of Gipps,
McCallum and Brown (1997) and Black and Wiliam (1998), the implications of this are considered and
suggestions offered for making feedback more effective. The chapter concludes by presenting a review of
current and future expectations regarding target setting and offers some salutary comments on teachers’
experience to date.

Chapter 2, by Mary Jane Drummond, focuses on the assessment of the youngest children in school using
baseline assessment schemes. Despite some reservation about the necessity of formalizing assessment
processes for children at such an early age and stage in their school career, she presents a very strong and
convincing set of arguments that if baseline is to be applied, as we now know schools are required to do, it
must be based upon a clearly espoused and agreed set of principles. She presents six propositions that
should help educators shape effective baseline practice. The first of these argues that baseline assessment
should only be undertaken if there is clarity about the differences between purposes and the outcomes, that
is, what a scheme intends against what it actually does in practice. Second, she emphasizes that baseline
assessment should not be undertaken unless educational intentions are clear. Internal value systems need to
be made explicit, what it is believed education can and should do for children, and the way assessment
practice supports or hinders these aspirations. The third proposition suggests that it is essential for teachers
to distinguish the extent to which schemes assess for convergence, the way in which pupils are alike, or
divergence, the ways in which they differ. Is assessment about the whole range of competence or concerned
with potential SATs results? For Drummond, a worthwhile baseline assessment system should reflect ‘each
child’s unique characteristics’ and ‘each child’s individual understanding of how the world works and what
is important in it’. The fourth proposition emphasizes the importance of the emotions in the assessment
process and asks, does baseline assessment contribute to children’s ‘emotional well-being’, or does it
reinforce low self-esteem, lack of confidence and a fear of failure? Fifth, she argues that baseline assessment
schemes should recognize the distinction which exists between learning and attainment. All children learn,
but not all children attain at the same rate. Focusing on attainment, the end of the process, distracts attention
from learning, the on-going process. The final proposition suggests that baseline assessment schemes must
be based upon a carefully worked out set of principles which underpin practice and are enacted in practice.

Chapter 3 is written by Ros Frost, a primary teacher who is in the process of completing a Masters degree.
In her contribution, she presents a summary of an investigation she undertook for her course which focused
on elements of the assessment practice in her school, in particular, the schooPs record of achievement which
had been developed over a number of years. Concern about its effectiveness and the extent to which it
fulfilled its intended purposes had been raised by an external assessment review undertaken by an LEA
adviser. Her investigation illustrates the importance of school based enquiry for school improvement. As
Walker (1985) has argued, such engagement is now seen as an essential element of the teacher’s role, ‘As
teaching has be-come increasingly professionalised and the management of educational organisations more
systematised, so “enquiry”’has become something that teachers are expected to include in their repertoire of
skills” (1985:3). The chapter opens with an attempt to summarize her experience of assessment over the
past ten years, having qualified in 1988, the year in which the Education Reform Act introduced assessment
as a formal requirement in primary schools. In the early days of her teaching experience she regarded
assessment as a ‘beast’, which placed conflicting and time consuming demands upon her. With experience
and growing confidence, she began to ‘tame the beast’, and to reflect upon the most appropriate purposes of
assessment and concluded that the primary aim of assessment should be to support children in their learning.
The school’s record of achievement also intended to do that, but appeared to be falling short. By
interviewing colleagues and a sample of children, a range of suggestions for improvement were developed.
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In Chapter 4, Philip Hewett, the headteacher of a primary school, presents an illustration of the reality of
the current requirements for target setting in the primary school. He demonstrates the importance of placing
target setting in the context of wider school improvement initiatives. He emphasizes that making
‘significant, sound, sustainable educational progress is, in athletics terms, more like being a long distance
runner than a sprinter’. He argues that success in target setting should be judged by how close a school gets
to its targets rather than an expectation of always achieving or exceeding them. It is important, he suggests,
for success to be judged against the previous achievement of a particular group for whom the target has
been set rather than past year groups. The most difficult task is not how to set targets, but how to bring about
the intended improvement. He advocates the use of ‘rolling averages’ for judging a school’s progress and
performance rather than year-on-year comparison as is currently the case with much of National Curriculum
assessment. Rolling averages are produced by averaging a school’s assessment results for different age
groups over a period of three years rather than single year comparisons. The benefits of this process are that
it removes the peaks and troughs of progress caused by the varying abilities of different cohorts of children.
When the demands for setting targets and the careful analysis of assessment data were first required of
schools Philip Hewett was highly sceptical, but the experience of the last three years suggests that the
processes involved have resulted in significant improvements in his school. A major feature of practice at
the school is that responsibility for the analysis of assessment results and the identification of implications
and targets which emerge are delegated to the teachers within their respective year groups. As a result,
teachers are in much greater control of the process.

Sue Swaffield is a senior adviser for curriculum and assessment in her local education authority. In
Chapter 5, she presents a review of the changing nature of LEA responsibilities for assessment since the
introduction of the National Curriculum and its assessment arrangements. She draws upon the continuum of
LEA support developed by Riley and Rowles (1997) who distinguish between interventionist, interactive
and responsive and non-interventionist LEAs, to describe the different ways in which LEAs have fulfilled
their statutory assessment responsibilities. Through a case study of a primary school in her own LEA of
Cambridgeshire, Swaffield illustrates the ways in which she has worked with schools. She emphasizes that
in the pressure to respond to the external demands of assessment, there has been insufficient opportunity to
focus upon the principles underpinning assessment practice, an emphasis on sow rather than why. The
chapter concludes by suggesting that LEAs will need to devote more energy in the future to reinforcing the
role of assessment for learning rather than the current obsession with assessment of learning.

Consideration of the role of the LEA continues in Chapter 6, which is written by Sally Threllfall and
Jenny Woodbridge, who at the time of writing both worked for the City of Leeds Education Department.
The chapter provides a reflective explanation of the development and implementation of the Leeds baseline
assessment system. The principles argued for by Mary Jane Drummond are central to this baseline scheme,
which stresses that any assessment of children at the age of entry to school needs to be both sensitive and
sensitively implemented. At the heart of the scheme are the observations that early years teachers undertake
throughout their daily contact with children. These are described in Mary Jane Drummond’s chapter as the
‘...rich, respectful accounts of each child’s learning, past, present, and in the very near future’. Such
observational descriptions of young children’s learning and progress are very similar to the concept of
‘documentation’ developed by educators in the Emilia-Romagna region of Italy, which has a world wide
reputation for the quality of its early years practice. The Leeds scheme aims to help teachers to develop
their observational and judgmental skills more systematically and emphasizes the importance of the
qualitative data that the process generates. In response to government demands, quantitative criteria have
been developed to supplement the scheme and ensure its accreditation. As was suggested in Chapter 1,
however, children’s previous experience is valued by the scheme and therefore close contact with parents is
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essential. The data generated by this baseline scheme has been seen to promote dialogue about assessment
and judgment among colleagues who have used the materials, and there are indications that it is having an
effect on classroom practice. A classroom environment which allows children some responsibility for their
learning, and which provides facilities and resources so that children are able to demonstrate their progress
and achievements is essential. Similarly, a range of classroom tasks that capture the childrens’ interests
without always requiring the support of the teacher creates time for teachers to observe. The analysis of the
data and the messages it offers has also emerged as important issues. In particular, the recognition that in
the assessment of young children trends over time are more important than snap judgments based upon
limited observation or the allocation of numerical scores. Quantitative data is not rejected, however, and its
usefulness lies in its accuracy, not the volume of its figures or percentages. Initially, quantitative data is
used to cause teachers to question their assessments and to combat underestimation of children’s
capabilities. The qualitative data produced by the use of carefully constructed observation schedules
provides the detail and illustrative evidence of judgments which can then be subjected to critical scrutiny by
others to confirm judgments or to cause teachers to rethink.

Chapters 7 and 8 are written by Peter Dudley, senior adviser for school development in Essex. These two
chapters draw upon his work in an LEA School Improvement project. Chapter 7 focuses upon the increasing
volume of assessment data that now finds its way into school and asks questions about how schools should
respond to it so that it is in the best interests of learners. He argues that there is a need to clarify what the
word data means to teachers and that in managing its use in school there is a need to understand the
psychology of data, how people respond to it and how its analysis affects people’s actions and motivations.
He believes that the success of target setting as an improvement strategy is dependent on attitudes towards
data and that it is essential that a positive psychology is developed. As a result, he argues that thought needs
to be given to developing teachers’ understanding of data as well as the skills of analysis associated with its
interpretation.

Chapter 8 reinforces the importance of involving learners in the process of reflecting upon school
developments. There is evidence from a range of projects that two key factors influence achievement, self-
esteem and the learner’s engagement with school. Dudley discusses the implementation of a pupil survey
which explores these areas and discusses teachers’ reactions to what pupils say about their school, their
learning and their progress. He argues that the main purposes of such surveys is to promote discussion
about pupil perceptions of learning and to raise questions or issues that can be investigated further by staff.
It is not intended that they should provide answers.

The survey he describes has been used with children throughout the primary age range and aims to elicit
responses to six areas of pupil perception which research indicates influences pupil achievement. The six
areas are:

* the child’s view of him or herself as a learner;

* the learners’ clarity about the purposes of their learning;

+ the feedback strategies that are used by teachers;

* the relationships that exist in the school and classroom and the extent to which the teacher is seen as a
collaborator in the learning process;

* the pupil’s perceptions of parent’home support for learning and of the collaboration between parent(s)
and school;

* pupil perceptions of peer commitment to learning and their perceptions of future learning and
achievement.
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Careful assessment is regarded as fundamental to each of these areas and a valuable means of identifying
which features prevent achievement and block progress and which support it. As he suggests, however,
pupil perception data has to come with a health warning, ‘Pupil perceptions can be eye opening and
supportive but they can also be bruising.” He raises some important questions for those who choose to use
such data gathering techniques: Are you ready for what their research data might bring? Are you going to
give it the weight it deserves or are you going to deny the data that does not fit your perceptions? How will
you resolve such dilemmas?’

The proliferation of assessment data and the publication of league tables of raw examination results has
been dismissed by many teachers as an unfair means of comparing one school with another. This has led to
increasing acceptance of Value-added’ approaches to data, which focus on pupil progress rather than the raw
data of a school’s assessment results. Value-added approaches compare similar schools with each other in
terms of the relative progress of groups of similar pupils. In this way a school in which pupils make a lot of
progress can have this recognized through the value they have added, even though the school may be a long
way down a raw results league table. It is arguments of this kind that convinced the government of the need
to develop bench mark tables that allow schools to compare themselves with similar schools when account
is taken of the numbers of students taking free school meals and for whom English is a second language. The
final chapter reviews the evidence related to value-added analyses of schools’ assessment results and draws
upon a small-scale research project which investigated primary schools’ reactions to value-added analyses.
Although it is recognized that value-added approaches to comparing schools has some strengths, there are
weaknesses, and reference is made to Drummond (1993), who has argued that in assessment there is an
overwhelming tendency to measure not what is of most value, but what is most easily measured. This
chapter concludes by emphasizing that it is important to remember that value-added analyses focus upon a
relatively small part of a schooFs activities and that schools have responsibility for encouraging children’s
learning and development across a much wider range of areas than is represented in school league tables.

Throughout the contributions to this book a number of dominant themes emerge which have implications
for assessment in the future. The first relates to the principles underpinning our assessment practice. A
number of writers and researchers (Conner, 1991; Drummond, 1993; James, 1998) have stressed how
important it is to be clear about why we are doing something, and give justification for our practice. The
assessment debate since the 1988 Education Act has been dominated by concerns about what is to be
assessed and how it is to be assessed rather than clarification as to why something should be assessed. It is
interesting that at the time of writing, the same concern has been raised about the National Curriculum itself
and that the newly established Qualifications and Assessment Agency (QAA) are proposing to produce a
series of statements concerning the aims of the National Curriculum and the specific purposes of the
curriculum for respective age groups. Perhaps it is time that this happened for assessment at each of our
stages of education.

A second theme that emerges reminds us that assessment is as much an affective issue as it is a cognitive
one. How a learner feels influences how he or she performs. It is essential, therefore, that we develop ways
of accessing as wide a range of information about learners in order that assessment is undertaken fairly and
fully represents an individual’s achievements. The knowledge of parents about their children is an
important and often undervalued resource, especially in the early stages of their education. Similarly, the
children themselves are an important information source, not only about their progress, but also about their
learning experience and the effectiveness of the teaching and the fairness of the assessment strategies that
have been employed.

A third theme draws together a range of strategies related to the improvement of assessment practice.
There is evidence in a number of the chapters about the importance of dialogue. Discussion about
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assessment is crucially important in improving consistency, clarifying criteria and making valid and reliable
judgments. Discussions about assessment cause us to question our assumptions and expectations in the best
interests of learners. Reflection on assessment also stimulates an examination of the importance of context
in assessment. Who assesses, how assessment is organized and managed and when and where an
assessment takes place all fundamentally influence the opportunities children have to demonstrate their
achievements. At a broader level, a school’s context is also highly influential in the judgments that are made
about a school, and the way in which such evidence is presented can effect judgments about its
achievements.

Fourth, it is evident that the future of assessment is closely allied to developments in the area of school
improvement. A whole range of school improvement initiatives are based upon careful analysis of
assessment data. This raises a number of important implications. Most of the analysis to date tends to
emphasize the importance of quantitative data, whereas arguments offered in several chapters emphasize
that qualitative data is just as important, offering the detail by which numerical information can be
interpreted and explained. A number of the contributions stress the importance of training in the analysis of
data, however, and that at this time, much of the analysis tends to be rather naive. Development in the skills
of analysis and further experience should enable teachers, and especially headteachers, to decide which data
merits detailed reflection and what can be ignored as well as the kinds of data that truly represent a child’s
achievements.

Finally, a number of contributions argue that the way in which learning is perceived influences
assessment practice. Several of the chapters emphasize that views about the nature of learning have
changed dramatically over the last 20 years. Although many educators accept the importance of the role of
the learners in their own development and progress, politicians and decision makers often carry a
contradictory view of learning which is derived from theories of learning developed earlier this century. As
Shepard (1992) argues,

...many educational policy decisions...are based implicitly on policy makers’ own ‘theories’ about
what conditions of education will foster student learning. If they are unaware of new research findings
about how children learn, policy makers are apt to rely on their own implicit theories which probably
were shaped by theories that were current when they themselves attended school. Scientific
knowledge about the development of intellectual ability and learning is vastly different today than
was known 40 or 50 years ago. Some things that psychologists can prove today even contradict the
popular wisdom of several decades ago. Therefore, if policy makers proceed to implement outmoded
theories or tests based on old theories, they might actually subvert their intended goal—of providing a
rigorous and high quality education for all students. (1992:301)

The implication which arises from this is that there is a need for politicians and policy makers to be
educated to understand the justification of current views about the learning process. This is not to reject
alternative perspectives but to reinforce the need to clarify when a particular view of learning is appropriate
to a particular view of assessment. As has been suggested, principles should be the starting point for the
deliberation about assessment, and as far as learning is concerned the focus of the future should be more
concerned with assessment for learning rather than with assessment of learning.
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1
Assessment in the Primary School: A Review of Current

Issues*
Colin Conner

Introduction

Assessment is an extremely topical and important issue in education at the present time and it is one that is
the subject of international debate. In the United Kingdom, changes in assessment practice have affected all
stages of education. James (1996), for example, suggests that from early years education through to adult
education the purposes, content, form and methods of assessment are the subject of reflection, analysis and
modification. James lists the following examples to illustrate the range of the current assessment debate as
it currently effects all levels of the education service:

* the assessment of young children entering school, including 'baseline' assessment;

+ the introduction of National Curriculum assessment and testing for school pupils from 5 to 14 in England
and Wales and comparable arrangements in Scotland and Northern Ireland;

+ the diagnostic assessment of children with special educational needs for the purposes of statementing and
the allocation of special resource provision;

* the nature and value of examinations at 16+, especially coursework elements in the GCSE;

* the construction and use of league tables of test and examination results and the relative advantages and
disadvantages of 'raw' or 'valueadded' versions;

* the development of vocational assessment post 16 (NVQs and GNVQs) and the relationship with the
academic 'gold standard' of A levels;

* the assessment of modular courses in further and higher education and the accreditation of prior learning
(APL) and prior experiential learning (APEL);

» work-based assessment and performance appraisal.

Many of these issues are not of immediate relevance to primary teachers, but since the introduction of the
1988 Education Act it is probably true to say that one of the most significant effects on primary education
has been the overwhelming demands of the assessment process. It has resulted in considerable additional
expectations being placed upon primary teachers and has been the subject of continual change. It might
have been hoped that we would move into a period of calm and a return to common sense with a change of

* This is an extended version of a chapter in Whitebread, D. (1999) The Psychology of Teaching and Learning in Primary
School, London: Routledge.
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government in 1997, but it is clear that this is not to be. The government white paper, Excellence in Schools
emphasizes that,

Our drive to improve children’s literacy and numeracy skills will be assisted by rigorous assessment
and testing at ages 7 and 11. In addition, SCAA supplied all primary schools earlier this year with
optional tests in English and mathematics (including mental arithmetic) for 9 year olds. We expect
these to be widely used. (DfEE, 1997: para. 2.36) [It is also expected that optional tests will be available
for 8- and 10-year-olds.]

The white paper also recognizes that our education system is among the most extensively assessed in the
world and clearly proposes to keep up this momentum: ‘We already hold much more comprehensive data than
is held in other countries. We are consulting on proposals for further improvements in the collection,
dissemination and use of pupil performance and comparative data through better use of IT...(para. 3.6).

But have we learned anything from our experience of the last ten years? This chapter draws upon some of
the research evidence related to the implementation of national curriculum assessment and considers what it
tells us about effective ways of assessing children’s learning. The next section opens the debate by a
reflection on some of the different ways in which assessment has been interpreted.

Contrasting views about assessment and its associated purposes

Assessment of school children is an inexact science. We are hampered in our endeavours by
both the misconceptions of history and the misrepresentations of politics. Our children are owed
more than this. (Pauline Lyseight-Jones, 1994)

Whenever the word assessment is used, it can conjure up a wide variety of images. Rows of desks in quiet
examination halls, working to a set deadline, trying to remember the answers to obscure and seemingly
irrelevant questions. Sometimes it dredges up long-forgotten memories of the 11+, taking a musical
examination, a driving test, an interview, or being observed in a classroom. Often, these memories are
tinged with uncertainty, unhappiness, and even a feeling of failure. It is important to remember therefore,
that assessment for many of us has been an emotional experience, and it is not surprising that we should
reject placing learners in such situations too early in their lives. However, assessment is open to many
interpretations. David Satterly (1989:1) in his study of assessment in schools suggests that one view of
assessment is as, °...hard nosed objectivity, an obsession with the measurement of performances (many of
which are assumed to be relatively trivial), and an increasingly technical vocabulary which defies most
teachers...” Alternatively assessment is seen as a sifting and sorting mechanism, ‘... a means by which
schools and teachers sort out children for occupations of different status in a hierarchically ordered society’
(Satterly, 1989:1).

The classic list of assessment purposes comes from Macintosh and Hale (1976), who identified six main
purposes for assessment;

* diagnosis: finding out what precisely a student or group of students has learned with a view to planning
curriculum and teaching to meet their needs;

« evaluation. using assessment information as evidence in judging the value of educational provision;

» guidance: helping students to make appropriate career or course choices;
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+ grading: identifying the level at which a student is performing and assigning a number or letter to
signify the standard attained;

+ selection: identifying those students most suitable for a particular class, school or form of employment;

+ prediction: identifying the potential or aptitude of individuals for a particular kind of training or
employment in order to avoid the waste of talent.

The influence of these ideas can be seen in the comments of more recent writers on assessment. Harlen
(1994), for example has suggested that assessment in education takes place in a wide variety of contexts and
for many different purposes. She suggests that those concerning individual pupils might include informing
the next steps in teaching, summarizing achievement at a certain time or for the purposes of selection,
certification or guidance. In this context, Harlen suggests that, ‘A comprehensive definition of assessment
includes the processes of gathering, interpreting, recording and use of information about a pupil’s response
to an educational task’ (1994:11). She adds that pupils can also be assessed for other more external purposes
such as part of national surveys of educational achievement or for research purposes. This overview of
potential interpretations and purposes of assessment can be extended further. For example, Berwick (1994)
identified two main categories, those concerned with the educational development of pupils and those
concerned with the outcomes of the educational process:

Assessment and the educational development of pupils

* assessment to motivate pupils and improve future performance;

+ assessment to provide feedback (to the pupil, parents and other teachers);

+ assessment to diagnose strengths and weaknesses so that future performance can be improved,;
+ assessment to differentiate learning opportunities appropriately;

+ assessment to guide the pupil in making appropriate choices;

* assessment to select a pupil for a course, a teaching group or a career.

Assessments concerned with the outcomes of education

* the grading of pupil performance;

* the ranking of pupils against external norms and against each other;
* assessments to identify and maintain a schooPs standards;
 assessments to evaluate a school’s effectiveness;

* assessments to evaluate teacher’s effectiveness.

A final alternative definition and associated purpose is obtained by tracing the roots of the word assessment.
Satterly traces this to the latin assidere—to sit beside. If you combine this with education, which can be
traced back to the Latin educare or ‘to bring out’, educational assessment should be seen as the process of
sitting beside the learners and bringing out the potential that exists within them, creating an opportunity for
them to demonstrate what they know, what they can do and what they understand. Given such an
interpretation, assessment in education becomes a positive experience for both the teacher and the learner, a
fundamental feature of teaching and successful learning. However, it is important to recognize that although
assessment is an essential feature of the teaching and learning process, it should not be seen as an isolated
activity, ‘a bolt-on extra’. For some time there has been a recognition that pupils, parents, governors, local
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authorities and central government all have an interest in the assessments that we generate. As Hook
suggests, Teachers today are being held increasingly accountable for their pupils’ progress, and classrooms
have become more public places with the progressive involvement of parent bodies and governments in
curriculum planning and development’ (1985:4).

In establishing a routine for considering how assessment might become a regular feature of planning for
learning, it is likely to contribute significantly to children’s progress and also to improve the quality of the
learning provided in school as a whole. This was recognized as being of particular significance in the
Gulbenkian Report, The Arts in Schools (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1982), where it was suggested
that:

Assessments of pupils are not, nor can they be, statements of absolute ability. They are statements
about achievements within the framework of educational opportunities that have actually been
provided. In some degree every assessment of a pupil is also an assessment of the teachers and of the
school. (para. 130)

The report went on to argue that it is essential that schools need to continually monitor and review the
quality of their educational provision and their methods of working, that is, to engage in a process of
Educational Evaluation, which is seen as,

...a more general process than assessment in that it looks beyond the pupil to the style, the materials
and the circumstances of teaching and learning. If teachers need to assess pupils they also need to
evaluate their own practice. Although they have different purposes, assessment and evaluation are
obviously linked. Teachers and pupils alike need information on each other’s activities and
perceptions if their work together is to advance. Assessment and evaluation should provide this as a
basis for informed description and intelligent judgment. (1982: para. 131)

The report continues to suggest that if we are to regard teaching as a profession, it is insufficient to rely on
‘gut reaction’ or what we feel to be the case. It is important that any judgments, whether they are about the
progress of an individual or about the effectiveness of a school’s practice, must be supported by evidence.
Before any serious consideration can be given to the organization and structuring of assessment in a school
or classroom, it is essential that beliefs, understandings and expectations are made explicit. This is because
such beliefs considerably influence practice often without our realizing it. As Sotto suggests,

We tend to see our practice in terms of our past experience, that is, in terms of a theory we already
have. In fact, I think it is safe to say that we tend to view everything we do in terms of an existing
‘theory’. How could we do anything, even stretch out an arm, unless we had some kind of ‘theory’, no
matter how tentative or unformulated, to guide us in the back of our minds? In the case of teaching (or
assessment), our theory will be made up of all our past experiences of being a learner (and of being
assessed). We will then tend to view teaching (and assessment) from that frame of reference, and mostly
without being clearly aware of it. In short, our theories tend to come before our practice. And not only
do they help to determine our practice, they also shape how we see our practice. (1994:13, author’s
emphasis)
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A number of writers on assessment argue that a fundamental feature of effective assessment is to have a set
of clearly articulated principles. For example, the Organisation Mondiale pour 1’Education Prescolaire
(OMEP) suggest the following;

* that there should be respect for the individual child;

* that parents should be recognized as the primary educators of their own children, and as partners in the
education process;

+ that assessment is in the interest of the child and is effected through the child’s interests;

* that assessment forms part of the on-going teaching and learning process. (OMEP, 1993:5-6)

Conner (1995) has argued that views about assessment are influenced and informed by particular
psychological theories. This is an issue that is recognized by Paul Black, the former chairman of the Task
Group on Assessment and Testing (DES, 1988). In a pamphlet written with his colleague Dylan Wiliam
(Black and Wiliam, 1998), they make a distinction between a ‘fixed 1Q' view and an ‘untapped potential’
perspective.

...there is on the one hand the ‘fixed IQ’ view—a belief that each pupil has a fixed, inherited,
intelligence, so that little can be done apart from accepting that some can learn quickly and others
hardly at all. On the other hand, there is the ‘untapped potential’ view, prevalent in other cultures,
which starts from the assumption that so-called ‘ability’ is a complex of skills that can be learnt. Here,
the underlying belief is that all pupils can learn more effectively if one can clear away, by sensitive
handling, the obstacles set up by previous difficulties, be they cognitive failures never diagnosed, or
damage to personal confidence, or a combination of the two. Clearly the truth lies somewhere
between these two extremes. (1998:14)

The next section distinguishes between the ‘fixed 1Q’ and the ‘untapped potential’ perspectives of
assessment.

The ‘fixed IQ’ and the ‘untapped potential’ perspectives on assessment

By and large, we are still working with models of ability and assessment developed in the first
decade of the twentieth century. (Raven, 1992)

At an in-service session on assessment several years ago, I invited a group of local authority inspectors to
reflect upon an occasion where they had been assessed, to consider what came to mind and what they
remembered feeling like at the time. The purpose of the activity was to remind them that assessment was as
much an emotional activity as it was a cognitive one. One member of the group went back nearly thirty
years to the time when she had failed the 11+, which she believed had classed her as a failure at the very
early age of 11. She explained that most of her effort in life since then had been an attempt to prove that her
examiners were wrong in their assessment of her. At that time there was a view that intelligence was fixed
and that it was easy to distinguish between children and decide which form of education was most suitable
to their capacities. It was grounded in the views of theorists of intelligence whose ideas had been generated
at the turn of the century. Alfred Binet, for example, had developed the first successful intelligence test in
1905 to select those children who should be institutionalized, who were regarded as ‘educationally sub-
normal’, ‘mentally defective’ or feeble-minded’! Such views still exist and dominate the educational debate
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today. Berlak and Newman (1992) and Gipps (1994b) refer to this view of assessment, with its basis in
conventional views about intelligence as the ‘psychometric’ model of assessment. The underlying idea of
this model is that intelligence is fixed and innate, that we inherit our abilities from our parents. Since it is
fixed it can be measured and on that basis, each of us can easily be assigned to groups, classes, schools and
employment. As Gipps suggests, with

...its formulae and quantification comes an aura of objectivity; such testing is scientific and therefore
the figures it produces must be accurate and meaningful. The measurements which individuals amass
via such testing: 1Q scores, reading ages, rankings, etc, thus come to have a powerful labelling
potential. (1994:5)

Berlak and Newman add that assessment procedures are inherently political because whoever controls the
assessment process shapes the curriculum, approaches to teaching and ultimately each student’s life
chances. They argue that,

Mass administration of standardised tests...is largely suited to exercising control from the centre...
Such tests provide virtually no information about what students are capable of doing or where they
may need help. These tests produce relative rankings but little substantive information about what
students know and can do which is useful to teachers, parents, prospective employers or to students
themselves for making programme or individual decisions...The psychometric tradition only enables
us to classify and rank students (or teachers) and to constitute individuals as a ‘case’—that is, as
belonging to a class or category which possesses a particular set of objective characteristics (e.g. high,
average or low achiever). (1992:18-19)

As an alternative, Berlak and Newman advocate the use of ‘contextual’ assessment which is based upon
assessments in the context of activities related to what has been taught, to the skill or idea that has
supposedly been achieved. Gipps prefers the term ‘educational assessment’ which is concerned with ‘How
well” an individual does rather than ‘How many’ he or she has got right in comparison to some external
norm. Gipps draws upon Wood’s (1986) discussion which argues that educational assessment:

* deals with an individual’s achievement relative to himself rather than to others;

« seeks to test for competence rather than for ‘intelligence’;

« takes place in relatively uncontrolled conditions and so does not produce ‘well-behaved’ data;

* looks for ‘best’ rather than ‘typical’ performances;

* is most effective when rules and regulations characteristic of standardized testing are relaxed;

* embodies a constructive outlook on assessment, where the aim is to help rather than ‘sentence’ the
individual.

Rather than base his views on dated theories of intelligence, Woods draws upon more recent suggestions
which adopt a ‘social constructivist’ view of learning (Pollard, 1990). The central arguments of this
perspective are that;

* learning requires opportunities for the ‘active’ construction of meaning;
* new learning should be related to and should build upon previous learning;
* learning is significantly influenced by the context in which it takes place.
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But what do these claims mean in practice and what are their implications for assessment?

Learning as an active construction of meaning

The term active learning is one that is often misunderstood, with the assumption that it implies undirected
free choice with little consideration of the experience in relation to previous or future learning and an
emphasis on practical, physical activity. Accepting a place for activity does not just mean physical activity,
it also includes the importance of opportunities for mental activity. Jean Piaget, who is often misrepresented
as offering justification for a view of active learning as doing, described two important characteristics of
active learning. First, there is physical manipulative experience, learning by doing, and second, and more
important, there is the mental reflection on that experience that allows the learner to reinforce the
understanding gained and relate it to existing learning. Views of this kind can be traced back in the
educational literature to the writing of classical philosophers. Glaser (1991), reminds us that philosophers
from Plato to Erasmus emphasized the importance of the role of the learner in the learning process. A
distinction was made between instruction and study. Instruction, which was the responsibility of the
teacher, was seen to have lesser value than study because it merely supplied the learner with knowledge and
afforded the learner a passive role. In this classical conception, instruction was insufficient because, “...it
left too little room for human doubt, inquiry, uncertainty and the search for ideas’ (Glaser, 1991:131,
author’s emphasis). There was a place for instruction but it was a subordinate place. Glaser goes on to say,
‘instruction should have the mission of making itself unnecessary; learners should become mindful
architects of their own knowledge. The goal of true education was to foster study, or in modern terms,
constructive cognitive activity’ (1991:131). This view of learning as an ‘active construction of meaning’ by
the learner is also represented in the writing of current researchers into the learning process. Bennett (1992)
comments,

Recent research about cognitive development sees learning as an active, constructive intellectual
process that occurs gradually over time. It is not simply an additive process. Knowledge cannot, to use
a common metaphor, be poured into learners’ heads with the hope that learning will automatically
occur or accumulate. Understandings of new knowledge can only take place, or be constructed, in the
minds of individual learners through a process of making sense of that new knowledge in the light of
what they already know. In other words, learning is a process of constructing new knowledge on the
basis of current knowledge. (1992:8)

Jacqueline and Martin Brooks (1993) have attempted to describe the classroom implications of developing a
‘constructivist’ approach to learning and assessment. In constructivist classrooms they suggest, the pursuit
of children’s questions is highly valued. Students are viewed as thinkers with emerging theories about the
world. Curriculum activities rely heavily on primary sources of data and provide plenty of opportunities for
physical and mental manipulation. Teachers seek the students’ points of view in order to understand their
current perceptions and conceptions and to see where to take them next. Assessment is interwoven with
teaching and occurs through observations of students engaged in the process of learning as well as creating
opportunities to display the products of their learning in a wide variety of formats.
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Learning should be related to and should build upon previous learning

The importance of this idea has already been hinted at in the previous discussion and it also has a long
history. For example, Stephen Van Martre, writing in the 1850s commented that the best learning
experiences start where the learner is, not where the teacher is. The experience, not the leader, is the best
teacher. Similarly, Ausubel, Novak and Hanesian suggest, The most important single factor influencing
learning is what the learner already knows. Ascertain this and teach him accordingly’ (1978). At the heart of
these suggestions is the need for teachers to become enquirers into children’s understanding of their
classroom experiences. The National Curriculum advice on planning in the primary school (1989) described
the curriculum in three ways: the curriculum as planned, the curriculum as taught and the curriculum as
received. Reflection on each of these reminds us that if we are not clear about children’s current
understandings and the sense that they have made of their learning, any new learning experience can fall on
deaf ears or be totally misunderstood. In this context, it is important not to assume that what a child
currently knows is based upon what we most recently taught them. A great deal of learning goes on outside
school and children bring well established understandings to their learning in school. There is also a lot of
evidence that some of these understandings are wrong. (See for example, the findings of the SPACE project
directed by Paul Black and Wynne Harlen (1990) and the study of children’s informal ideas of science by
Black and Lucas (1993) which illustrated that many children’s ideas about science are wrong, but that
because they have been established by the children themselves, they are not easily changed by teaching. The
only way to move children beyond these erroneous conceptions is to bring them out into the open and
subject them to scrutiny.) If we do not attempt to find out what children currently know, our attempts to
extend their understanding will be severely hampered. This is why assessment is fundamentally important.
Developing ways of getting access to children’s current understanding is a crucial element of effective
assessment. Since the teacher is closest to this understanding, he or she is in a good position to gather the
necessary information to plan the next stages in learning so that more effective learning takes place,
learning that builds on and extends the learner’s current understanding and competence.

Learning is significantly influenced by the context in which it takes place

The ideas discussed so far emphasize learning as an individual experience, whereas there is evidence which
asserts that the context in which learning takes place is as important as the various roles and responsibilities
involved. Conner (1992) has argued that context has three important elements, each of which need to be
considered when planning learning experiences. First, there is the physical context; is the learning
environment a welcoming and comfortable one? As adults, a cold, untidy working environment is a
disincentive to our learning. This principle applies just as much to children. The second feature of context is
concerned with the affective side of learning; can I expect to feel confident as I approach new learning? Am
I likely to be supported in my learning and can I take risks and learn from mistakes? Or am I likely to be
placed in a potentially negative learning situation where I have a fear of failure? The work of Dweck (1986)
illustrates the differences between learners in this context. In her work, a distinction is made between
positive and negative approaches to learning. Positive attitudes are evidenced by a belief that effort leads to
success, an acceptance of one’s ability to improve and learn, a preference for challenging tasks, and
satisfaction from completing difficult tasks. Those who adopt a negative orientation believe that success is
related to ability, satisfaction is gained from doing better than others, and there is a tendency to evaluate
oneself negatively when the task is too difficult. An assumption of learned helplessness’ can become
established where any success is attributed to luck rather than effort or competence. Careful assessment
enables the teacher to identify children adopting either of these reactions and to modify teaching
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accordingly. A number of writers have argued that one way of overcoming learned helplessness is to ensure
that children understand what is expected of them. Clarke argues,

Firstly, knowing the purpose focuses the child towards a particular outcome. Very often, children
have no idea why they have been asked to do something, and they can only look for a clue or ‘guess
what’s in teacher’s mind’ as a means of knowing what is expected of them. Secondly, they are being
invited to take more control over evaluating their achievements. If the purpose is known, this is more
likely to encourage the child to be weighing up the relative strengths and weaknesses of their work as
they are doing it. (1995:14)

The importance of this is also recognized by Black and Wiliam, who argue that pupils can only assess
themselves when they have a clear picture of the targets that their learning is meant to attain.

Surprisingly, and sadly, many pupils do not have such a picture, and appear to have become
accustomed to receiving teaching as an arbitrary sequence of exercises with no overarching rationale.
It requires hard and sustained work to overcome this pattern of passive reception. When pupils do
acquire such an overview, they become more effective as learners: their own assessments become an
object of discussion with teachers and with one another, and this promotes even further that reflection
on one’s own ideas that is essential to good learning. (1998:10)

The final feature of context relates to the social context of learning. For many of us, our experience of
learning was as a solitary process with each of us responsible for making our own sense of situations and
experiences. Now there is strong support for the inclusion of opportunities to work with and alongside
others, peers and friends as well as teachers. Vygotsky (1962) emphasized the cooperative nature of
learning when he said,. what the [learner] can do today in cooperation he [or she] will be able to do
tomorrow on his [or her] own. In support of the thesis, Vygotsky described the ‘zone of proximal
development’, which is, ‘...the difference between what children can do independently and what they can
accomplish with the support of another individual who is more knowledgeable and skilled’ (Galton and
Williamson, 1992).

Again, it is through the processes of assessment that the teacher is able to identify each learner’s needs,
the support and scaffolding that may be required, and the extent to which they should be given the
opportunity to go it alone.

Further elements in the assessment debate

Gipps (1994a) comments that one of the major differences between educational assessment and
psychometrics is a different view of the learner and a different relationship between the pupil and assessor.
Atthe heart of this lies anunderstanding that performance in any assessment is affected by the context in which
the assessment takes place. In addition to the issues listed above, the assessment context includes the
relationship between pupil and assessor, the pupil’s motivational state and the characteristics of the
assessment task. She argues that research on cognition and learning throughout the 1980s has shown that the
following factors are particularly significant in affecting performance in assessment:

* motivation to do the task and an interest in it;
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* the relationship between the assessor and the individual being assessed and the conditions under which
the assessment is made;

 the way in which the task is presented, the language used to describe it and the degree to which it is
within the personal experience of the individual being assessed.

The conclusion is inescapable...assessment (like learning) is highly context specific and one generalises at
one’s peril’ (1994a: 5).

Gipps also suggests that in the development of assessment we should ‘elicit the individual’s best
performance’ by offering tasks and activities that are,

+ concrete and within the experience of the individual;

* presented clearly and unambiguously;

* perceived to be relevant to the current concerns of the pupil and related to recent curriculum experience;

+ under conditions that are not unduly threatening, something that is helped by a good relationship between
the assessor and the student.

Suggestions of this kind contribute to the identification of principles for effective education systems. As
Rowntree has argued,

If we wish to discover the truth about an educational system, we must look into its assessment
procedures. What student qualities and achievements are actively valued and rewarded by the system?
How are its purposes and intentions realised? To what extent are the hopes and ideals, aims and
objectives professed by the system ever truly perceived, valued and striven for by those who make their
way within it? The answers to such questions are to be found in what the system requires students to
do in order to survive and prosper. The spirit and style of student assessment defines the de facto
curriculum. (1977:1)

In order for an assessment system to have credibility with the consumers of educational services (i.e., the
pupils, the parents and employers) and with those who implement it (the teachers), Nuttall (1987) has
suggested that it must be demonstrably sound in a number of ways. In particular, it should:

* be fair and perceived as fair by all concerned;

* be capable of fulfilling formative and summative purposes;

* be intelligible to all who have an interest;

* be economical in its use of resources;

* be acceptable in terms of who controls it;

* be ‘methodologically sound’, which is usually expressed in terms of the concepts of validity and
reliability.

The concepts of validity and reliability are two of the most important concepts in assessment and each of
them place conflicting demands on any assessment that is undertaken. Reliability refers to the extent to
which a similar result would be obtained if an assessment were to be repeated, whereas validity is concerned
with the extent to which the assessment really creates a means by which a particular skill, concept, area of
knowledge or attitude is effectively assessed. Most teachers are much more concerned with validity; is this
assessment a fair reflection of what the children have been taught? Politicians and policy makers tend to be



18 COLIN CONNER

more concerned with reliability; can I have confidence in these results so that I can compare one result with
another? Harlen reminds us that,

...validity and reliability can never both be 100%...that we must recognise assessment is never
‘accurate’ in the way that the word is used in the context of measurement in the physical world.
Assessment in education is inherently inexact and it should be treated as such. We should not expect
to be able to measure pupils’ abilities with the same confidence as we can measure their heights. This
in no way makes educational assessment useless. It means that the interpretation of assessment results
should be in terms of being an indication of what pupils can do but not an exact specification. (1994:
12-13)

It is probably impossible to create an assessment situation that achieves complete reliability and validity,
Harlen suggests therefore that the best one can achieve in terms of quality assessment is the provision of
information of the highest validity and optimum reliability suited to a particular purpose and context. Sutton
(1990) offers some sensible advice with regard to these issues. To achieve reliable and valid assessments
she suggests we need to reduce the main variables that can affect judgments,

There are three major variables in most assessment by teachers: context (the circumstances of
assessment): time (how many times and over what period of time you have to see an assessment
criterion achieved); and ‘rater’ (that is, the person doing the assessment). To put it briefly, do what
you can to agree with your colleagues how you can reduce these variables...Assessment is an art, not
a science, and much of the time you will be relying on your professional judgment and common sense,
employing more stringent techniques only when you’re in doubt. (1990:24)

There are two further important concerns that need to be added to reliability and validity, both of which
have emerged as a direct result of attempting to implement the national curriculum, those of manageability
(is the procedure we propose to adopt one that is manageable within our existing resources?) and
consistency (what procedures are there in place to ensure that our assessments are as fair as they might be?).
The most effective strategy for improving consistency has been moderation. Although it can be time
consuming, it is the main way in which each teacher can confirm his or her assessment against the views of
colleagues. Gipps, McCallum and Brown, reinforce the importance of moderation,

There is a clear picture of enhanced understanding and practice in assessment ...All of this has been
achieved, however, at a cost to teachers’ lives and ways of working. Most importantly, we believe our
evidence shows that the improvements in practice, both in teaching and assessing, would not have
resulted from the introduction of traditional, standardised tests alone, but depended on a wider
approach with moderated teacher assessment at its core. (1997:6)

Conner has described the benefits of moderation as follows:

* participation in the moderation process contributes to the development of teachers’ assessment skills;
* teachers become clearer about assessment criteria and how to interpret them;

* teachers become clearer about what they are teaching and how to teach it more effectively;

* it helps to establish recognized and agreed standards of achievement;
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* it ensures that there are common standards and expectations between teachers in the same school;

* it contributes to the development of consistent procedures for marking, and recording and reporting;
* it contributes towards establishing common standards between schools;

+ it helps teachers to convey consistent messages to pupils;

* it helps teachers convey consistent messages to parents;

* it contributes to improving the transfer of information from one school to the next;

* it is reassuring and develops confidence in assessment. (Conner 1995: 40)

In addition to improving the quality of assessment, engaging in the process of review associated with the
moderation process contributes to improving the quality of education provided by a school. Participation in
discussions about assessments ultimately engages teachers in discussion about the curriculum and their
aspirations for childrens’ learning.

Government advice, however, is concerned primarily with securing standards for end of key stage
statutory teacher assessment and pays no attention to the on-going assessments that teachers are making
every day in their interactions with children. Yet, these assessments are at the heart of a school’s assessment
practice. It is these assessments which significantly influence the teaching and learning process and it is
fundamentally important that sufficient attention is paid to developing expertise in this area. James (1996)
has argued that, government interest is now clearly focused on assessment for accountability and that it is up
to schools and teachers to rescue the potential of assessment for learning. At the heart of assessment for
learning is the way teachers respond to children—the feedback they provide. This is an issue that has been
the subject of recent critical scrutiny.

Formative assessment and feedback

In a study of the feedback process by Black and Wiliam (1998) three main questions were framed. Is there
evidence that improving feedback improves learning? Is there evidence that there is room for improvement?
Is there evidence about how to improve our skills? The answer to all three questions was a categoric ‘Yes!’.
Black and Wiliam conclude their review of over 680 worldwide studies of the issues involved with the
recognition that,

...standards are raised only by changes which are put into direct effect by teachers and pupils in
classrooms...Our education system has been subjected to many far reaching initiatives which, whilst
taken in relation to concerns about existing practices, have been based on little evidence about their
potential to meet these concerns. In our study...there can be seen, for once, firm evidence that
indicates a clear direction for change which could improve standards of learning. (1998:19)

An attempt to summarize the important factors associated with feedback identified in the Black and Wiliam
study was undertaken by the Eastern Region branch of the Association of Assessment Inspectors and
Advisers (Swaftield, 1998). The summary concludes that the quality of feedback is a key feature of
formative assessment and that giving specific comments on errors and suggestions for strategies to improve
has as great an effect on performance as prior attainment. Successful feedback, it is suggested, needs to
include the following features:

» Feedback is more successful in situations requiring higher-order thinking skills.
» Feedback should be related to the task itself.
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As much or as little help as is needed should be given, rather than providing the complete solution as
soon as the pupil is stuck.

Concentration should focus on specific errors and weak strategies.

Pupils should be offered suggestions about how they might improve, rather than being offered one way of
doing something.

Feedback should be designed so that it stimulates a thoughtful response, building upon previous
learning.

Details of correct answers should be given, rather than just saying whether the pupil’s answer is correct
or not.

Comments should focus on progress rather than absolute levels of performance.

The focus should aim for deep rather than superficial learning.

Following tests, feedback about strengths and weakness of responses should be given before providing
the answers.

Feedback should help the pupil realize that success is due to ‘internal, unstable, specific’ factors (e.g.
effort), rather than stable ‘general’ factors (e.g. ability, which is internal, or being regarded positively by
the teacher, which is external).

It is also emphasized that some feedback activities can have negative consequences, and that feedback has
been found to have negative effects in about two out of five instances.

Once a gap between actual and desired performance has been identified, feedback should help the pupil find
ways of closing the gap and reaching the desired goal. However, other student responses may be that the
goal is abandoned or changed, or the fact that a gap exists is denied. All of these can lead to the
development of a negative self concept and resultant lack of commitment to learning.

Feedback which focuses on the self, rather than the task, is likely to have a negative effect on
performance.

The potential positive effects of detailing weaknesses and providing a plan of action for improvement
can be negated by an initial congratulatory message.

The most effective teachers praise less than the average.

Praise can lead to the perception of success, even if this is unfounded.

Praise can increase pupils’ interest in and attitude towards a task, while not improving the performance
itself.

The above recommendations suggest that there needs to be much more careful reflection on the way in
which we respond to children and support them in the learning process. This has been the focus of an
investigation undertaken by Gipps et al. (1997) which considered the nature and quality of feedback
provided by primary teachers to children. Drawing on the work of Sadler (1989) this study emphasizes the
importance of the feedback process, in particular how a reaction to children’s work can help them to
improve on their future performance. However,

...when teachers give students valid and reliable judgments about their work improvement does not
necessarily follow. In order for the student to improve she must have a notion of the desired standard
or goal, be able to compare the actual performance with the desired performance and to engage in
appropriate action to ‘close the gap’ between the two. Feedback from the teacher, which helps the
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student. needs to be of the kind and detail which tells the student what to do to improve; simply using
grades or ‘smiley’ faces cannot do this. (Gipps, 1997:11)

Over a two year period Gipps and her colleagues have been observing the process of feedback to children
by primary teachers. Such feedback, she suggests, has three functions:

* as part of the classroom socialisation process;
* to encourage children and maintain motivation and effort;
* to identify specific aspects of attainment or good performance in relation to a specific task.

It is this last category that is vital for improving the teaching-learning process. The research generated a
typology of teacher feedback, details of which are provided in Figure 1.1. The feedback described in
columns 1 and 2 focuses on helping children to understand what is correct or particularly good about their
work and what needs to be done to improve it. These Gipps describe as descriptive, where the teacher
describes strengths and weaknesses to the child. The feedback identified in Column 3 focuses on
attainment, the specific aspects of successful steps in the learning process, or the identification of mistakes
made by a child and how these might be improved. In both of these cases the teacher tells the child.
Feedback described in the final column represents a collaboration between the teacher and the child.
Teachers using this kind of feedback shift the emphasis onto the child’s role in learning, ‘using approaches
which seemed to pass some control to the child’. It was less of ‘teacher to the child’ and more of ‘teacher
with the child’. In particular, teachers in the category described as ‘constructing the way forward’ provided
children with strategies that they could adopt to develop their work and it encouraged children to assess
their own work.

The future?

Gipps et al. offers the important observation that, ‘Assessment has a role in valid accountability and
reporting; but the main role of assessment in the classroom must be to support learning. By developing
teachers’ skills in assessment and feedback we can continue to build good practice in primary assessment’
(1997:14).

The School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA) issued advice (June, 1995) which focuses on
the need to secure common interpretations of standards across a school. This advice is concerned primarily
with securing standards for end of key stage statutory teacher assessment and pays no attention to the on-
going assessments that teachers are making every day in their interactions with children. Yet, these
assessments are at the heart of a school’s assessment practice. It is these assessments which significantly
influence the teaching and learning process and it is fundamentally important that sufficient attention is paid
to developing expertise in this area. How might this be achieved? What should schools be doing in addition
to considering the issues identified above that meets statutory requirements but also promotes the wider
intentions of assessment to support and inform learning? James (1996) suggests the following:

* Provide access to training in assessment skills and techniques that will enable teachers to analyse what
children know, understand and can do but also gives information about children’s misunderstandings and
difficulties. This should include opportunities to develop skills of observation and questioning children as well
as marking class work.

* Provide opportunities for teachers to discuss children’s learning using both tangible and ephemeral
evidence. The purpose of such activities will be to agree and check standards with each other and with
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Figure 1.1: Teacher feedback typology

Type A Type B Type C Type D
Al Rewarding B1 Approving C1 Specifying D1 Constructing
attainment achievement
Positive Awards positive personal  specific mutual Achievement
Feedback expression; warm acknowledgemen articulation of Feedback
expression of t of attainment/ achievement;
feeling; general use of criteriain  additional use of
praises; positive  relation to work/  emerging criteria;
non-verbal behaviour; child role in
feedback teacher models; presentation;
more specific praise integral to
praise description
A2 Punishing B2 Disapproving C2 Specifying D2 Constructing
improvement the way forward
2 Negative punishing negative personal correction of mutual critical 2 Improvement
Feedback expression; €ITors; more appraisal Feedback
reprimands; practice given;
negative training in self-

generalizations;
negative non-
verbal feedback

checking

Source: Gipps, 1997: 12

reference to external materials provided by the Qualifications and Curriculum Agency (QCA). It will also
provide opportunities to discuss and share strategies for teaching and learning and to engage in joint
curriculum planning to promote continuity and progression. This will create opportunities to build
assessment into the planning process.

* On the basis of these discussions, develop a school portfolio of assessed samples of children’s work
agreed at various levels. This will be a source of reference internally as well as for governors, parents and
inspectors.

* Commit some resources to allow teachers to meet with colleagues in other schools to refine
understanding of common standards by discussing children’s work from different schools. The school
portfolio of evidence could be used in this context to extend confidence in internal judgments.

The future of assessment, however, seems to be oriented towards using assessment information more
effectively for summative and comparative purposes and in particular to set targets for improvement. This is
another central message of the white paper. Paragraph 3.15 argues that,

The use within a school of reliable and consistent performance analyses enables teachers to assess
progress by their pupils and to change their teaching strategies accordingly. Comparisons of
performance by different subjects, classes, year groups and other categories help schools to set targets
for individual pupils which take full account of each pupil’s starting point. Such detailed comparisons
also help head teachers to monitor the performance of classroom teachers. (DfEE, 1997a)

In response to the question ‘Why set targets?’, The DfEE Standards and Effectiveness Unit suggested that,



A REVIEW OF CURRENT ISSUES 23

Target setting leads to greater clarity and helps a school focus on pupil performance. Head teachers
can use pupil performance targets to underline priorities and serve as a reminder of where the school
is heading. Target setting also aids school review. Pupil performance targets provide firm evidence
against which to judge recent progress. With pupil performance targets, head teachers and governing
bodies can see more clearly whether they are achieving or falling short in their main goals. This
should lead them to identify the approaches to improvement which work. (DfEE, 1997b: 6)

In a publication produced in 1996 (DfEE), it was argued that the best practice in target setting is based upon
self-critical reflection and analysis of a school’s performance. All available data should be used to review
and monitor past performance and to predict potential performance so that effort and resources can be
focused on pupils who are under-achieving or being insufficiently challenged. It is emphasized that target
setting needs to be precisely planned, focused on improvement which is attainable and measurable and
broken down to a level that allows individual teachers to take responsibility for setting and achieving
targets. In a later publication, (DfEE, 1997b) a process for target setting is defined. The procedure that is
suggested is framed around a series of questions and has been described as the ‘five-stage cycle of school
improvement’.

Stage 1. How well are we doing? This focuses attention on an analysis of the school’s current performance, by
looking critically at pupils’ achievements.

Stage 2. How well should we be doing? To answer this question, schools need to compare current and previous
results and those from similar schools using benchmark information.

Stage 3. 'What more can we achieve? The analysis which results from stage 1 and 2 provides the information for
schools to set itself clear and measurable targets for improvement.

Stage 4.  'What must we do to make it happen? At this stage the school development plan is reconsidered and actions
identified to make sure targets are achieved.

Stage 5. Take action, review successes and start the cycle again. As a result of the evaluation of the effectiveness of
strategies to achieve the targets set, the process starts again and reinforces the importance of monitoring
and evaluation for improvements to pupil performance and the standards achieved by the school.

In developing advice for the schools in their authority, LEA advisers in Birmingham have produced a series
of supplementary questions, all of which are dependent on the collection and careful analysis of evidence.

Are we doing as well as we should with all our pupils?

What more should we aim to achieve this year?

How does performance in our school compare with national standards?

How does performance in our school compare with the LEA as a whole?

Are we doing as well as schools with a similar intake?

Do we have any significant weaknesses in attainment in particular aspects of the curriculum?

Are there particular groups of pupils on whom we should target our improvement efforts?

At what level should we be setting targets for the core subjects?

At what level should we be setting targets for end of key stage assessments?

At what level should our targets be for particular year groups, classes, groups of pupils, individual
pupils?

What process targets should we be setting to develop our whole school systems and procedures for
managing improvement?
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It is also emphasized that thought needs to be given to who should be involved in the collection of the
evidence related to each of these questions; subject leaders, class teachers, pupils, governors, parents?
Whoever is involved, the main aim should be ‘to improve on our previous best’. As a DfEE document on
target setting has suggested: ‘Setting targets makes you focus on what children are actually learning, not
what you think you are teaching’ (DfEE, 1996). Schools that have attempted the process of target setting
have not necessarily found it easy. For example, in a report produced for the DfEE (Conner et al., 1998)
some of the difficulties mentioned included,

* the fact that as a process it was very time consuming;

* that it was difficult to make targets challenging, meaningful, manageable and measurable;

* that prioritizing was problematic, especially if more than one area of weakness had been identified;

* setting realistic percentage improvements was difficult, as was defining exactly the level of improvement
‘wanted’ or ‘needed’;

* it was difficult to involve all children, targeting their individual needs;

* being sufficiently specific about a target was also a problem, so that achievement could be recognized,

* it was recognized that there is a need to handle some issues with great sensitivity, especially when the
school weakness pointed to a particular member of staff underachieving;

* the data upon which analysis is based is still relatively crude and focuses on a very narrow range of
achievements.

As Barth comments, the assumption that ‘strong leadership’, ‘effective teaching’ and ‘clear targets’ are
what brings about improved achievement

...suggests a very limited and demeaning view of both students and their educators. Good education is
more than the generation of good scores on tests. Furthermore, what causes teachers and principals to
spring out of bed at 6.30 a.m. is not the preparation for, administration and scoring of, and
remediation after tests. Tests lead to a preoccupation with production, workbooks, worksheets, and
drills, whereas teachers report that the major reward they derive from teaching is promoting, in
broader and more imaginative ways, the growth and development of their students...The kind of
school I would like to work in and have my children attend, the kind of school I suspect most teachers
and principals would like to be part of, is, in contrast, a place where teachers and principals talk with
one another about practice, observe one another engaged in their work, share their craft and
knowledge with each other, and actively help each other become better. (1990:39—40)

Reflection on assessment should be an essential part of the discussions advocated by Barth, and as
Swaffield argues in a later chapter, the focus becomes one of assessment for learning rather than assessment
of learning.

A variety of research projects are investigating practice with regard to target setting and the new DfEE
Standards and Effectiveness unit is due to publish further illustrations of this in action in schools. It is clear
that this is the direction in which assessment is going, and it is important that individual schools begin to
take responsibility themselves for analysis of their assessments and to consider the implications the findings
have for their children and for their schools as a whole. (The effects that target setting has in Local
Authorities, schools and on teachers and children are discussed in the chapters by Dudley and Hewett and
Swaffield.)
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The major problem with the intensive focus on target setting is that it is emphasizing the summative
function of assessment. As James (1998) has argued, the national system for assessment, which was
supposed to be based upon the model proposed by the Task Group on Assessment and Testing (TGAT,
DES, 1988), originally advocated the importance of assessment in supporting teaching and learning (the
diagnostic and formative purposes identified by TGAT). Through successive reinterpretation and
redefinition the system has been transformed into one that is primarily designed to monitor standards in
schools (TGAT’s summative and evaluative purposes). Although not rejecting these important functions of
assessment, all four elements should be represented in a schools practice. In other words, the future of
assessment should be principally based, containing principles that demand equal opportunity and promotes
the achievement of all its pupils. This should be our aspiration for the future.
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Baseline Assessment: A Case for Civil Disobedience?
Mary Jane Drummond

Introduction

One of the most vivid memories of my schooling is that aged 12 or 13, I learned by heart the first six lines of
D.H. Lawrence’s poem Work;

There is no point in work
Unless it absorbs you
Like an absorbing game.
If it doesn’t absorb you,
If it’s never any fun,
Don’t do it.

What made these lines memorable was their use by a fellow pupil, Margaret, who had successfully adopted
an approach of full-time passive resistance to the teaching and learning of Latin set-books. Through the long
hours of Virgil and Cicero, Margaret sat, motionless and silent. It was therefore to her classmates’ extreme
surprise that, on the day of the Latin set-book examination, Margaret took up her pen and wrote...for a few
moments only, and handed in her paper with a flourish. She had, as you will have guessed, presented the
startled invigilator with a copy of Lawrence’s views on the wrong kind of work, living out in the process his
injunction not do to it.

In this chapter, I will argue that many approaches to baseline assessment, past and present, are the wrong
kind of assessment. I will urge early years educators to acts of civil disobedience by suggesting that the
safest response to this new statutory requirement (in force from September 1998) is, in Law-rence’s words,
‘Don’t do it” Unless, that is, educators can meet six conditions, six necessary requirements for using
baseline assessment in the interests of children. The chapter considers each of these conditions in turn,
presenting them as six propositions that could help educators shape effective practice.

The first proposition: Do not do baseline assessment unless you are clear in your mind about the
difference between purposes and outcomes. Purposes are nearly always benevolent, or can be made to look
or sound benevolent. Indeed, since 1987 and the very first consultation paper on the National Curriculum,
and more especially since 1988 and the report by TGAT, the Task Group on Assessment and Testing (DES,
1988), we have been given many assurances about the benevolent purposes of statutory assessment. We
have learned the clutch of formal titles for a variety of these purposes: formative, summative, diagnostic,
informative, evaluative—all good things for assessment to be (though it is still uncertain whether one form



BASELINE ASSESSMENT 29

of assessment can fulfil all these disparate purposes). But purposes, like their close friends and relations,
aims and objectives, always refer to some possible future state of affairs; purposes belong in the land of
good intentions, where teachers write exemplary lesson plans, in the domain of wishful thinking, where we
describe the world as we would wish it to be. Purposes are essentially expressions of hope. So it is unwise to
judge the worthwhileness of a particular approach to baseline assessment by its expressed purposes. Hopes
in themselves have no impact on children’s learning; their educators must focus on what does have an
impact, and on the outcomes of assessment: what actually happens to children as a consequence of baseline
assessment.

Over the last few years, as primary teachers have come to terms with statutory assessment for 6- and 7-
year-olds, we have seen this distinction made plain. The purpose of assigning numerical levels to children’s
achievements was to allow comparisons to be made (and more recently, targets to be set). But this same
practice had many alarming consequences, which hardly need spelling out: competitiveness between
schools, early labelling, cooking the books and even teaching to the test.

Another illustration of this crucial distinction is to be found in the notion of accountability. Baseline
assessment has been made a statutory requirement to serve the purpose of accountability. But depending on
how this concept is interpreted, it will have very different consequences. In one interpretation,
accountability presupposes wrong-doing:

Everywhere accountability is sought, it is the instinct for punishing and judg-ing which seeks it. The
doctrine of will (and accountable acts) has been invented essentially for the purpose of punishment, that
is of finding guilty. (Nietzsche, 1968:53 (first published 1889))

Nietzsche is claiming that people are only called upon to account for themselves when their guilt is known
in advance. The consequence of this view of accountability is, inevitably, to be found wanting.

Another view of accountability locates its meaning in the concept of account— story, or narrative. This
view is much more appropriate for the effective practice of educational assessment. If the outcome of
baseline assessment were to be a rich, respectful account of each child’s learning, past, present, and in the
very near future, it would clearly be justifiable in educational terms. In this interpretation, the outcomes of
accountability come very close to the concept of documentation developed by educators in the region of
Emilia-Romagna, Italy, world-famous for its services to young children.

The concept of documentation is described in detail in Edwards, Gandini and Forman (1993) and by
Dahlberg and Asen (1994); quite simply, it involves making practice visible—to everyone involved, to
children, parents, educators and others. As part of their daily practice, the educators use videocameras,
photographs, tape-recorders, huge sheets of paper and precious scraps from children’s lives, to capture the
quality of life in their pre-school provisions. Dahlberg and Asen show how documentation is essentially, a
process of learning for the educators who practise it; it lays the foundation for development work and opens
up possibilities for enhanced communication and collaboration with parents. ‘By making the practice
visible, documentation can function as a base for public dialogue about early childhood education and care’
(Dahlberg and Asen, 1994:169). If the practice of baseline assessment can function in these ways, then it
will be a welcome addition to effective early years practice. But it will only function in this way if we keep
our collective professional eye on consequences, not purposes, always asking ourselves what baseline
assessment really does for children, for parents, for their educators, rather than what it is intended to do.

The second proposition: Do not do baseline assessment unless you have, clearly in view, some kind of
picture of what it is you want for your children, and what it is you are trying to do in educating them in the
years before Y1 and Y2. Put even more simply, this proposition urges you not to begin baseline assessment
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until you know what sort of children you are trying to educate, until you understand something fundamental
about the whole apparatus of education—curriculum, assessment, evaluation; in short, what it is all for.

This condition is, arguably, an easy one to meet, because all educators do have such understanding,
though it is often implicit and inarticulate. I have argued elsewhere (Drummond, 1993) that whenever
educators engage in assessing children’s learning, they draw on an internal value system constructed around
their views of what children are and should be. A description of the normal child is not generally made
explicit in the process of assessment. Nevertheless, as we set about observing and assessing young children,
we do have, deep in our mind’s eye, some dearly held beliefs about what we are looking for.

This conviction, that the practice of assessment and the educator’s core values are deeply and
permanently interconnected, is at the heart of a discussion pack written for early years educators some years
before SCAA (now QCA) began to show an interest in children of non-statutory age (Drummond, Rouse
and Pugh, 1992). To stimulate discussion about these core values, the pack includes an extract from a
fascinating cross-cultural study of young children in pre-school in China, Japan and the United States
(Tobin, Wu and Davidson, 1989). In the course of a lively debate about a video-tape recording of a day in a
Japanese kindergarten, the Japanese teacher is challenged to justify her treatment of a 4-year-old boy,
Hiroki. The American and Chinese educators, watching the tape, see this child as disruptive, difficult,
challenging, highly intelligent, but in need of control and constraint. Fukui-sensei, his teacher, and the
principal, Higashino stand their ground:

He’s got pride. He gets easily offended; his pride gets hurt a lot when we punish him. We would only
make his problems worse by yelling at him We don’t think [Hiroki] is smarter than the other children.
If he is so smart, why doesn’t he understand better? If he understood better, he would behave better.
(Tobin et al., 1989:22-5)

Under further pressure to explain themselves, Hiroki’s educators invoke the concept of kodomorashii
kodomo, translated as a ‘child-like child’.

Over the years, I have found the concept of the ‘child-like child’ helpful in my in-service work with early
years educators, as a way of elucidating their beliefs about children, their aspirations and ideals, their core
values about what education can and should do for children. I am arguing here that the effective practice of
baseline assessment will have been preceded by some serious consideration of this same concept; if
educators are to assess the learning of 4-year-old children, they need to have spent time exploring their
understanding of the ‘child-like’ 4-year-old.

For an illustration of this relationship between values and practices, between beliefs about children and
particular forms of provision for them, we may turn to the work of the Steiner-Waldorf kindergarten
movement. Edu-cators in Steiner-Waldorf kindergartens in this country have been in the news in recent
years because of their opposition to the 1996 SCAA publication Desirable Outcomes for Children’s
Learning on Entering Compulsory Education, in particular to the parts of that document concerned with
early achievements in literacy (for example ‘children. recognise letters of the alphabet by shape and sound...
They write their names with appropriate use of upper and lower case letters”). These capacities—outcomes
or achievements— have no place in the Steiner kindergarten. There the educators use no printed material
with the children; they do not require their children to learn either the names or the sounds of the letters of
the alphabet.

In November 1996, the Steiner-Waldorf Schools Fellowship contributed to the consultation process on
SCAA’s proposals for baseline assessment with a carefully argued and principled paper, setting out their
position, with particular reference to the assessment of early literacy and numeracy. The following extract
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from their paper (for which I am indebted to Sally Jenkinson, the Early Years Consultant for the Steiner-
Waldorf Schools Fellowship) shows how far the Steiner conception of the child-like child differs from the
assumptions underlying the SCAA proposals for baseline assessment.

Our principled approach to not forcing early literacy and numeracy means that our children would be
unable to achieve high scores in a baseline test which emphasised the attainment of formal skills.
(This is not to say that literacy and numeracy are neglected in our kindergartens, far from it: our
children learn all subjects in an integrated way until their second dentition, the time at which formal
teaching begins in Steiner Waldorf schools.)

Our kindergarten teachers and parents are naturally concerned that bright enthusiastic children who
enter school at five, without having had training in formal skills, run the risk (as a result of
inadequate assessment) of being labelled as children with ‘special needs’. The ‘special gifts’ or
particular skills they might have acquired in a Steiner Waldorf kindergarten (or elsewhere) would
simply not register on any of the tests you propose...

Standardised tests provide simple standardised results: their value to the teacher’s knowledge of the
wonderfully complex and multi-talented schoolaged child before her, is debatable. The child is only
permitted to show what he/she knows if the skill corresponds to a tick box—one wonders where: ‘Can
sing beautifully’ or: ‘Sews with great dexterity and care’ might be placed? To put it simply: the scope
of the proposed assessments is not wide enough to do justice to the individual child.'

I am not suggesting that the Steiner-Waldorf kindergarten approach should be immediately and universally
adopted. I am suggesting that all educators would do well to be as clear as the Steiner educators are about
their aspirations for their child-like children. I am only too well aware that some baseline assessment
schedules that have been published in the past have no such grounding in a principled understanding of
children, and children’s learning.

For example, the following extract from a baseline profile, devised by two headteachers, and reported in
an academic journal, seems to suggest that children are ignorant and incapable, gapingly empty vessels
ready for the benevolent input of the reception class teacher (Figure 2.1).

Schedules such as these embody no respectful recognition of the powers and capabilities of child-like
children as I have known them. By way of con-clusion to this section, the words of Elliot Eisner (quoted by
Blenkin and Kelly (1992) in their enormously useful book on assessment) are a vivid reminder of the
principle at stake:

Our nets define what we shall catch.

The task is for early years educators to shape their nets, their early assessment practices, so that the most
important fish do not escape. With the right nets, they will be able to give a full and respectful account of
the fish of many colours who swim so energetically in the waters of the early years curriculum.

The third proposition: do not embark on baseline assessment without being clear about whether you are
assessing for divergence or convergence. Are you assessing the ways in which your pupils are all alike, or
are you looking for the ways in which they differ? Are you assessing individual free spirits, or potential
SATs results? There are important choices to be made.

In my view, a worthwhile baseline assessment schedule would encourage educators to reflect on each
child’s unique characteristics, on each child’s individual understanding of how the world works and what is
important in it. Such an approach would support educators in documenting what children’s questions are,
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and their pressing intellectual and emotional concerns. Few of the published schedules that I have collected
over the years support educators in doing any such thing. Some indeed, positively discourage such an
approach to individual children, by reducing them to a string of numbers (see Drummond, 1993, for some
examples) or, perhaps worse, a string of damagingly judgmental words and phrases. One such schedule
invites teachers to assess each child against five descriptions for each of 18 aspects of learning (such as fine
motor skills, auditory perception, receptive and expressive language). The instruction to teachers to find the
best-fit description for each of these aspects would not be so objectionable, if it were not for the fact that the
middle term of each set of five, for every one of the aspects, is the single word ‘average’, as can be seen in
Figure 2.2.

This is no way to do justice to the richness of each child’s living and learning, to complex and multi-talented
children, as the Steiner-Waldorf educators phrase it. An important example of how to do better has been set
us in the work of Piaget, who was not just a great thinker and theorizer, but an indefatigable observer of his
own children’s learning. For example, he records his daughter Lucienne, at 4 years, 3 months, °...standing at
my side, making the sound of bells. I asked her to stop but she went on. I then put my hand over her mouth.
She pushed me away angrily, but still keeping very straight, and said ‘Don’t. I'm a church’ (Piaget, 1951:
125). Luckily for posterity, Piaget did not practise baseline assessment on his daughter. It is amusing to
imagine the result if Lucienne had been assessed on a schedule I have seen that contains an item on how to
score children’s imaginative play. Here is the criterion to be met:

Acts out a familiar story, e.g. ‘Jack and the Beanstalk/Little Red Riding Hood’ or familiar event, e.g.
‘Going to the shops’ or acts imaginary adventure, e.g. ‘Going to sea in a boat’. Imaginary play (sic)
such as pretending to be a lion with no development or character, motive or plot is not sufficient to
attain the criterion.

So Lucienne Piaget’s play, pretending to be a church, with no development or character, motive or plot, is
not sufficient to score a point. Fortunately, Piaget’s observations were not structured by any such idiocies,
and he was free to explain the significance of what he saw in his own terms. The observation is recorded in
Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood, though its French title, La Formation du Symbole, is more
meaningful here. Piaget’s commentary on his daughter’s play emphasizes the crucial importance of such
early acts of symbolization for later acts of creativity, artistry and authorship. He was prepared to see, in his
divergent daughter’s play, the significance of intellectual independence and to recognize her powers to think
for herself, to represent and express her ideas in ways of her own invention, rather than in ways laid down
for her on a pre-formed assessment schedule.

The theme of this section has been the importance of divergence in children, and whether or not it can be
represented within the little boxes of assessment schedules that implicitly emphasize convergence. The
theme has a particularly topical application in the light of the current political and media obsession with the
concept of standards in early and primary education. We might do well to remember how the Hadow
Report, the much neglected precursor of Plowden, spoke of standards, more than fifty years ago: ‘In none of
this should a uniform standard to be reached by all children be expected. The infant school has no business
with uniform standards of attainment’ (Board of Education, 1933: para. 105).

The fourth proposition: Do not get involved in baseline assessment unless you have acknowledged the
inescapable truth that there is an emotional dimension to assessment, both for the assessor and assessed.

All educators, indeed all adults, have had innumerable experiences of being assessed; we all know, at
first-hand, the power of assessment to motivate or to discourage. Many educators are also parents, and from
this perspective too, we know something of the emotional costs of assessment, both benefit and loss. In



Figure 2.1: Baseline profile
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COGNITION
1. Spatial relations(big/little, far/close, heavy/light etc.)
a) no idea of spatial relationships (1)
b) makes simple judgments 2)
¢) limited awareness (adequate) 3)
d) good in specific situations 4)
e) precise judgments 5)
2. Number
a) no knowledge (1)
b) numbers ‘parrot fashion’ )
¢) counts objects to 10 3)
d) knowledge of ordinal number (@)
e) competent handling of numbers more than 10 %)
3. Colour
a) no knowledge (1)
b) limited knowledge 2)
¢) knowledge of primary colours 3)
d) knowledge of a range of colours 4)
e¢) knowledge of colour mixing/rainbow/spectrum 5)
4. Alphabet/reading skills
a) no knowledge (1)
b) knowledge of letters out of sequence 2)
¢) phonetic alphabet ‘parrot fashion’ 3)
d) recognizes isolated letters (4)
e) reads simple words %)
5. Writing/drawing skills
a) able to paint strokes/dots/circles/shapes (1)
b) can draw a simple figure 2)
¢) can draw more detailed human figure and other pictures 3)
d) copies letters (@)
e) writes simple words e.g. own name %)
COORDINATION
1. Fine
a) poor manipulative skills (1
b) awkward in manipulation 2)
¢) average/adequate manipulative skills 3)
d) above average dexterity 4)
¢) excellent (5)

Source: Bensley and Kilby, 1992:43
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Figure 2.2: Best-fit descriptions

Auditory Cannot recogize Cannot Average Can identify and Exceptional
Perception sounds. discriminate blend sounds well.  phonic blending
sounds and has and recall.
difficulty with
recall.
Receptive Unable to listen or ~ Difficulty in Average Listens well with ~ Eager to listen,
Language remember. listening and good memory for  excellent recall
recalling stories, rhymes, and attention to
instructions or etc. details.
stories.

Expressive Poor understanding Limited Average Good vocabulary  Fluent use of

Language and use of words —  vocabulary and understanding and  language.
baby talk. immature speech imaginative use of

patterns. language.

Articulation Does not talk, or Many words mis-  Average Clear speech with ~ Extremely
difficult to pronounced. few mistakes, articulate,
understand.

Reading No recognition of A few sight words ~ Average Good basic Excellent reader,
sight words or and some sound/ reading skills,
sounds. symbol

recognition.
Number Unable to count or ~ Has difficulty with  Average Good at number Exceptional ability

Free Choice

sort.
Unable to decide —

ordering in series.

Often cannot

Average

bonds.
Knows what he

with numbers.

Extremely well

Activities flits from one choose, wants what wants, settles ordered and
activity to another  other child has. quickly, inventive  creative,
Has to be directed and imaginative.
before settling.
Attitude to Completely Poor acceptance of Average Conscientious, Extremely curious
Learning uninterested. No tasks and lacks con- good and well-
concentration. centration. Is easily concentration, motivated,
distracted, keen and eager to  excellent
daydreams. please. concentration,

addition, all educators who work or have worked face-to-face with children in classrooms have had
opportunities to learn about the emotional price to be paid by those who do the assessing.

One beneficial outcome of the statutory requirements of KSI-SATs (though not beneficial enough to
justify the entire cumbersome apparatus) was that the management of this form of assessment enabled
educators to see the sometimes painful discontinuity between their own informed, respectful judgments, and
those forced on them by the small print in the SATs manual. A powerful example of such discontinuity was
shown me by Nargis Miller, a Cambridge-shire deputy head, and I am grateful to her for her permission to
reproduce it here (see Figure 2.3). In this science SAT pupils were being tested on their understanding of
forces. The rubric for scoring the SAT requires the pupil to use either of the words push and pull to explain
how force can be applied to the teddy bear with go-kart shown in the test booklet.

One pupil’s response, shown above, was highly divergent, and his anxious teacher was not sure he would
score according to the scoring manual. She questioned Josh about his picture—had he understood he was
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Figure 2.3: KSI Science SAT testing understanding of forces

supposed to include himself, applying force? His reply was to point to the representation of his own hand,
on the right-hand side of the picture, doing just as his written text describes: plugging in the fan.

Open-mouthed in admiration of this pupil’s ingenuity, the teacher nevertheless persuaded Josh to
rephrase his explanation to include the all-important mark-winning word push. This assessment practice, it
seems to me, with its disregard for individual imagination and insight, did violence to the teacher's
professional integrity, and worse, to her pedagogical relationship with Josh.

I have used this example, not (just) to demonstrate some of the weaknesses of some of the SATs we have
been required to use in the past, but to make a more general point. This is about our responsibility, as
educators, to be aware of our power to do good or harm in the emotional domain, whenever we set about
assessing our pupils' learning.

Another example of the possibility of doing more harm than good is to be found in Pollard's challenging
volume of case-studies of individual pupils in their first three years at school. The illustration in Figure 2.4
shows a page from James' workbook, when he was 4 years, 10 months. We can only speculate about the
likely impact of this meaningless task and crushing assessment on James, on his learning, or on his
perception of himself as a learner. We can only speculate, but, as I have reported elsewhere, other evidence
raises similar concerns.

Margaret Prosser, a primary teacher in Cambridge, was exploring with her class of 8- and 9-year olds, the
possibility of constructing a self-assessment schedule that would help her understand more about their
perceptions of their own learning. In the course of classroom discussion it emerged that the pupils wanted
their teacher’s assessments of them to be kept secret, not to be made open to them as individuals. The
teacher asked them why and their replies included the following comments:

to save embarrassment
so people’s feelings aren’t hurt;
it might be unkind to tell someone they aren’t very good at something if
they think they are;
supposing it’s someone who is a slow learner. Think how they would
feel if you said so.

What is remarkable in this discussion, is not just that these 8- and 9- year olds are aware of the
possible emotional impact of assessment; it is that they regard that impact as inevitably negative.
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Figure 2.4: A page from James' workbook

Source: Pollard, 1996: 241

There are no references to the motivating power of positive feedback or any recognition of the
possibility that the assessment of achievement might enhance children’s feelings of success and self-
esteem. Their perception is of the potential hurt to children’s feelings, and they seem to have excluded
the possible rewards of praise and celebration from their account. This discussion...suggests some
worrying possibilities. Did the pupils’ comments mean they had never experienced motivating praise,
or reassuring assessments? Were the teacher’s comments, her informal assessments, really so hurtful
and damaging? How did they know, so confidently, how badly children can feel about themselves?
(Drummond, 1993:137)

In the context of baseline assessments, these pupils’ comments must surely give us pause for thought. The
questions they raise include: does baseline assessment contribute to children’s emotional well-being? Can it
be made to do so? And if it can, what must we do to ensure that it does?

The fifth proposition. Baseline assessment has no place in your early years classroom unless you are clear
about the difference between learning and attainment, and understand why it is more important to look at
learning, than it is to record attainments, or levels of attainment.
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There is more than one reason why this distinction is so important for young children and their educators.
The first of these is that all children learn. Not all children attain some of the specific or specified levels,
set down in assessment schedules at the prescribed ages. Some do attain them, five minutes after the test has
been completed; some take a little longer—a week, or a year. Some children learn to read at the age of four
and some at the age of seven (especially children in Steiner-Waldorf schools). Some do not achieve
independent status as readers until still later than that. But focusing on attainment, the end-point of a
process, distracts us from learning, the on-going process. Worse, it shows up as failures children who are
still learning, but have not yet attained a particular criterion.

Being interested in learning, rather than in attainment, means that educators attend to what happens to
young children every day, not just to the children’s performances on baseline assessment day in the
reception class, or on SATs day in Y2 and Y6. The effective practice of assessment focuses on learning as it
goes along, on continuity and progression, not on arbitrary start and end-points. If the practice of baseline
assessment leads educators to suppose that their time is best spent in quantifying the attainments of 4- and 5-
year-olds as they go in at one end of the infant school, and then standing well back until it is time to
measure the attainment of 6- and 7-year-olds coming out two or three years later, then it will be a very
damaging practice indeed. Baseline assessment, if we allow it, may cultivate in us a dangerous disregard for
the educational quality of children’s everyday lives. If baseline assessment practices focus our attention on
measures of ‘value-added’, by inviting us to compare children’s scores in the reception class with their
scores in Y2 (on completely different criteria, let us remember), we will have lost sight of something
infinitely more important than the answer to the value-added subtraction sum. We will be in danger of ignoring
the quality of teaching and learning in the years between the two statutory assessment points.

I am arguing here that an over-emphasis on the concept of attainment can limit our understanding of
learning. A focus on attainment at some point in the future relegates the here-and-now, the child’s daily
experiences, to being a means, rather than a worthwhile educational end in itself. Attainment in the distant
future is not the most useful criterion for evaluating the quality of children’s lived experiences day by day.

Indeed the whole concept of Value-added’ is long overdue for more rigorous critical inspection, not only
in terms of its mathematical impropriety, when two sets of scores on two sets of different tests are to be
compared, but in terms of what sorts of value educators want to add to their pupils’ lives. In my view,
effective schools do more than add value to children’s levels of attainment. In effective schools, children
listen to music, meet artists in residence, visit the sea, climb hills, look down microscopes, and much, much
more. They develop attitudes to learning, to themselves as learners, to the world and the people around them,
that will carry them into KS2 and beyond as enthusiastic, sensitive, committed learners and citizens. None of
these experiences and developments will appear in measures of value-added. On the other hand, when
educators are interested in learning, rather than attainment, or value-added measures, they will be attending
to just such significant aspects of children’s lives.

This is not to say that the use of value-added measures might not have some potential benefits. If there
were a way of finding out, for example, whether, as a whole staff group, educators were adding as much
value to the girls as to the boys in the school, or to the children who never finish their work sheets or replace
the tops of the felt tip pens as to the children who do —if there were such a way, (and it is a very big if), and
if the taking of such measures did no violence to children or their educators’ principles, then there would
certainly be a case to be made for it. Nevertheless, the principle would remain that assigning arbitrary
numbers to a thing, especially when that thing is learning, can never be the same as understanding it.

In conclusion, I will return to the proposition with which this section began: the importance of the
distinction between learning and attainment. Educators who are aware of this distinction, and who choose to
focus on learning, will already be accomplished in giving an account of children’s learning. Their accounts
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will document learning that has already taken place, before a child walks through the classroom door, and will
detail learning in progress, in the child’s first seven weeks in the reception class (the official period by
which baseline assessment is to be carried out). These two parts of the account will put educators in a very
strong position to carry out their central responsibility: working alongside children, supporting them in their
next piece of learning, in the immediate future, in what Vygotsky calls the ‘zone of proximal development’.
Attending to learning, in short, makes educators more effective.

The sixth and final proposition. Do not start selecting or implementing baseline assessment schedules
unless you have already done some work on the principles that will underlie your practice. Do not spend time
on practical issues of when and where and how it should be done, until you have in place the principles that
will help you answer the more important why questions (as in ‘why are we doing it this way?’). The
principles that groups of educators set in place to guide their practice will be their public justification, their
rationale, the external manifestation of their internal value system.

In the discussion pack, Making Assessment Work, educators are offered, for critical discussion and
investigation, a set of principles that might guide their assessment practices (Drummond et al., 1992). I will
not reiterate those proposed principles here, but will focus instead on one principle that I see as potentially
extremely powerful in helping us to shape effective practice. In a lecture to the Primary Education Study
Group in November 1987, Professor Marten Shipman said, There is a close and necessary relationship
between what we choose to assess and what we value most.”

This proposition immediately raises some challenging questions. Do our assessment practices in fact
focus on what we value most, or on what we find easiest to assess? (How else are we to explain the number
of baseline assessment schedules in my collection that record each child’s knowledge of the names of the
colours, and the properties of a triangle?) What is the significance of the personal pronoun, ‘we? Who does
Shipman mean? Who are the educators who will decide what is of most value, of most importance?

In assessing literacy, for example, is it more important to know what writing is for, and to use it to
convey and record important meanings, or to use capital letters and full stops in their allotted places? Some
classroom examples may help to illustrate how the Shipman principle might read out into practice.

The first example (Figure 2.5) comes from a reception classroom in Leeds, and was given me by Jenny
Woodbridge, then an advisory teacher in the city, with a special and well-informed interest in baseline
assessment. Laura’s writing, shown below (at the age of 5 years, 3 months), will not score many marks on
schedules concerned with correct spelling, upper and lower case letters or punctuation. But secretarial aspects
of writing were not, at this point, Laura’s chief concern. Another child in her class, Sam, had hidden her
home-made musical instrument, the tapper she refers to. Sam was taken home with chicken-pox before
Laura found out about this felony, and her response was to help herself to the writing materials freely
available in her classroom and write Sam this far from friendly note, in the form of an ultimatum.

The second example comes from a remarkable infant classroom, characterized by its ethos of intellectual
search and debate. Liam (aged 6 years, 2 months), noticed that the new three-seater sofa recently delivered
to his classroom was being monopolized by some of the children at the expense of others. His solution to
this problem (his problem, we note, not one set for him by his teacher) was to take a copy of the class
register of names, attach it to a clipboard and begin a survey of sofa use. An extract from the (incomplete)
survey is shown in Figure 2.6.

Again, an assessment of Liam’s use of capital letters and full stops is in no way appropriate. The SCAA
(1997) scales of assessment have nothing useful to say about Liam’s learning:

The child must be able to write at least six words, with at least three letters (excluding the child’s own
name). The words should be spelled correctly if they are three-letter words. If the words are longer, at
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Figure 2.5: Laura’s writing

least three corresponding letters should be in the right order. Record a mark of 1 if the child meets this
criterion.

But I maintain that the Shipman principle accommodates both these children, Liam and Laura, by urging us
to assess what we value in their writing. Both of these children seem to me to be acting as literate members
of their community, not working towards level one of National Curriculum literacy, but living literacy,
already well aware of the purposes, audiences and powers of the written word. The Shipman principle, if we
choose so to use it, can act as a most excellent razor, with which we may shear off unnecessary and
unprincipled practices in our approach to baseline assessment.

Conclusion

If educators can meet the six conditions outlined here, I believe they will be in good shape to practise
effective baseline assessment, assessment that meets the most important criterion of all: that is, assessment
that works for children. I often speak and write about children’s powers, their powers to think, to feel, to
understand, to represent and express, above all, to learn. Here I will conclude with a reminder of the equally
impressive powers of adult educators: their powers to observe and to respect children’s learning, to think
about and try to understand learning, and then to make tentative interpretations and sensitive judgments. All
these powers will contribute to the effective practice of baseline assessment. It can, and must, be done.

Notes

This chapter is an edited version of a lecture first given at a local conference organized by the Association
for the Study of Primary Education (ASPE) in Cambridge in February 1997.

1 For a fuller account of the Steiner kindergarten approach and the fascinating ideas it embodies, see Drummond
(1998).
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Figure 2.6: Liam’s survey -1

2 For an account of the origins and work of the Primary Education Study Group see Cullingford (1997) The
Politics of Primary Education.
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3
Out of the Mire: Taming the Beast that Had Become

Assessment
Ros Frost

In this chapter, I present a reflection on assessment in my first years of teaching. The chapter opens with a
consideration of some of the factors which I believe influence my thinking and practice. I then offer a
critical review of one aspect of assessment in my current primary school, our record of achievement, and in
the light of that analysis suggest some ways forward, to ‘tame the beast that has become assessment’.

Introduction—The mire

My understanding of assessment is set in the context of beginning my initial teacher training in the same
year as the Education Reform Act of 1988. In the early years of my teaching I often felt under great pressure
from the demands of assessment and in preparation for this chapter, I reflected upon my experience of
assessment in the primary school. What have I learned, what works for me and what does not work? These
reflections culminated in the analysis presented as Figure 3.1, which captures my experience in three phases;
1992, when I started teaching; then from 1992 to 1995, which illustrates some of the changes in expectation
that were imposed upon primary schools, and finally 1995/96 to the present, where I feel in more control.
As can be seen, I have presented the factors that I identified as strengths, weaknesses and the issues
involved. When I came to label the diagram I found myself stopping short of calling it ‘assessment
methods’, I realized that the ‘beast’ that had become assessment was actually ‘record keeping’. Although
this had an important place in the assessment process, it was not what I had seen as the essential element.
Assessment for me is mostly about learning, and the ways in which I can use assessment information to help
children learn and progress. The analysis presented in Figure 3.1 also identified further issues that were
being submerged, in particular the ownership of the learning process by the children. Our Record of
Achievement was supposed to be the main way in which ownership was achieved, and I was not sure
whether this was actually taking place. In discussion with the school’s assessment leader and on the
recommendation of an external assessment review, we felt that it would be worth reviewing and evaluating
this aspect of our assessment practice. Before discussing how I ~went about undertaking this, I feel it is
important to consider some of the more theoretical ideas that have helped to shape my views on assessment.

Gipps (in Bourne, 1994) pays attention to constructivist models of learning where ‘the child is seen as an
agent in his or her own learning, actively constructing knowledge’. She also indicates that ‘the model of
learning which we hold has profound implications for how we teach...(constructivist models) being linked
with more open and active teaching methods’. She contrasts this with the ‘transmission’ model and more
didactic methods (p. 24).

Gipps also draws attention to the contribution of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky to our understanding
of how children learn. First, that ‘speech in infancy is the direct antecedent of thinking’ and second, that a



Figure 3.1: An evaluation of record-keeping methods used in my own teaching experience
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Method

Strengths

Weaknesses

Issues

A-1992

« profile gave a more
complete picture of learning
* helped focus reflection on
my teaching/pupils’ learning

* learning

* learning logs stimulated
communication

B—1992/95

* profile gave a more
complete picture of learning
* provided essential records
for reading progress

* potential for valuing

children’s work in own
folders

* own records very helpful
C-1995/96

* potential for children’s
achievements to be valued

* linked to a manageable
curriculum through short,
medium and long term plans

« essential for planning /more
meaningful learning

« effects planning...and
learning?

* helped to focus on learning
objectives

* required so much detail
they were uncompleted

 uncompleted

* time-consuming leaving
little time to effect planning

« effect planing

» meaninglessticks boxes

* helped to focus on learning
objectives

* unmanageable

« linked to an overloaded
curriculum

*’management imposed'/
teacher ‘imposed’

* did not inform planning...
or learning?

* more manageable

« little time planned for
taking RoAs seriously

* pupil reflection a low
priority

* unmanageable
« nature of assessment
« teacher reflection/

evaluation

¢ communication

* unnecessary doubling/
tripling up of records
* recording

« effect on learning

* reporting

» ownership

« teacher’ imposed’

* pupil reflection

* assessment priorities
* RoA

*’assessing’ assessment

» manageability

« links with curriculum

* links with planning

‘zone of proximal development’ exists for children. This refers to the gap between what the child can do
alone and what the child can do with help from a more knowledgeable or skilled other. This model can be
used to emphasize the importance of interaction between the pupils and their teacher to promote learning. It
is in such interactions that a great deal of useful ‘assessment’ information is generated. This information is
fundamental to the assessment process and it helps the teacher to form judgments about each child’s
learning and progress. Gipps draws on the findings of two major studies; one conducted by Galton and

Simon (1980), on teacher and pupil behaviour in the classroom, the other by Mortimore et al. (1988)



44 TAMING THE BEAST

regarding effective schools. She forms the following statement regarding teacher-pupil interactions from her
findings: ‘It seems that it is the amount, nature and content of teacher-pupil talk which is crucial to pupil
learning and that communicating with groups and the whole class enables more children to experience
sustained, higher-order, work-related interactions with the teacher’ (Gipps in Bourne, 1994:33).

I agree with the ideas expressed here and hope they influence my practice. I will revisit them in the
concluding section where they help to shed light on my changing understanding about assessment. For now,
I return to the decision to review our record of achievement. This next section opens with a brief history of
records of achievement, and is followed by an explanation of the evaluation of practice in my school. The
chapter concludes with some recommendations for the future.

A brief history of the record of achievement

The Record of Achievement (RoA) was a response by the DES/Welsh Office in 1984 to provide coherence
and support for a grass roots initiative. Until this time there had been many different ways of conceiving of
assessment: different approaches, (grades, tick boxes, etc.); different emphases, (self-assessment and
negotiated methods); and different purposes, (accountability, developing learning, preparation for
employment, self-awareness). Yet all of these had arisen from dissatisfaction with existing assessment and
reporting methods, (they had my full sympathy!) Munby, Phillips and Collinson (1989:19-26) list these as:

* Traditional methods which were often unhelpful, (i.e., in diagnosing learning needs).

* Traditional assessment can be narrow and restrictive, (i.e., reliance on exams).

* Traditional assessment can fail to motivate, (it was essential that learner’s needs be taken into account
i.e., the need to have achievements recognized, feel involved and valued, know what is expected of them
and have short term achievable targets).

» Current reporting and recording systems are often unsatisfactory, (i.e., in providing a full picture of
students).

* Curriculum and pedagogical reforms and development are needed, (i.e., to move away from a test-based
curriculum and, through the RoA, pave the way for reform).

The DES Records of Achievement: A Statement of Policy (DES/Welsh Office, 1984) lists four purposes for
the RoA:

1 recognition of achievement;

2 motivation and personal development;

3 to identify all round potential of pupils and see how well curriculum teaching and organization meet
these;

4 a document of record.

I began to see the roots out of which our school policy had grown. Yet I was still unclear of the transition
between the statements such as those put forward by the DES in 1984 and the introduction of our own
Record of Achievement in 1995, over ten years later. What had happened during these years and how
exactly had we arrived at our own policy?

The 1984 policy statement by the DES indicated at the time the government’s desire to introduce a
Record of Achievement for all pupils in secondary schools by the end of the decade. In order to do this the
Secretaries of State for Education and Science for England and for Wales felt that further experience of the
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Figure 3.2: A model of the elements required for the successful development of a RoA scheme

Source: PRAISE team, 1988

RoA was needed before a consensus of opinion on the major points of national policy could be agreed and
guidelines issued. Nine pilot schemes were set up as a result of this, some in single LEAs and some in
Multi-authority consortia. Both a Record of Achievement National Steering Committee (RANSC) and a
Pilot Records of Achievement in Schools Evaluation (PRAISE) team were set up in order to monitor and
evaluate these. Part of the evaluation remit for the latter was to evaluate how far the aims of the 1984 policy
statement were being met within the schemes. Their finding on this matter was that:

It would appear that the recognition of achievement in records and reports (Purposes One and Four) is
a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for the realisation of the core principle of improving
learning (Purpose Two). For this latter aim to be fulfilled, process as well as product criteria must be
met. If schools and teachers are not changed by records of achievement (Purpose Three), pupil
attitudes are also unlikely to be intrinsically changed.

Broadfoot et al., (PRAISE team, DES/Welsh Office, 1988) within this evaluation team however offer ‘a
model of the elements required for the successful development of a records of achievement scheme’. See
Figure 3.2.

Development of understanding and expertise in the processes involved is regarded by the PRAISE team
as essential in an effort to provide pupils with the skills needed for self-assessment and negotiation and to
help staff break down the assumptions held by pupils about the teacher’s role. Questions were also raised
with regard to credibility. There was concern that the records of achievement should not be reduced to an
elaborate recording process with little change in teacher/pupil relations or ownership and that it should be
prevented from becoming just another demotivating influence of little utility to anyone and with an
overriding sense for the pupils of being constantly judged. There was also the issue of practicability and a
call for additional resources:

To provide for review time and meetings, materials and equipment, INSET, ancillary support and, (in
the case of this secondary focus) accreditation. But although such resources may well reflect, they
cannot, in any sense, compensate for the commitment of those involved which is, we argue, the
ultimate key to success or failure PRAISE report. (DES/Welsh, 1988)
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The DES policy statement also stated that the secondary RoA should begin with a summary of primary
school achievement. However, the PRAISE (DES/ Welsh, 1988) report found little evidence of anything as
systematic as this happening. Attention was often placed with the older secondary pupils and worked its
way downwards through the school, but there was a desire to extend primary school record-keeping to
provide greater information on entry for secondary schools.

In 1991 the PRAISE team produced a Report of the National Evaluation of Extension Work in Pilot
Schemes. Although its focus remained on the secondary sector it provided a précis of the local evaluation
report from Essex, where some primary schools had developed Records of Achievement for primary aged
children. Also included in this was a list of areas identified as needing future development, in particular,

* greater involvement of parents in target-setting;

* Dbetter procedures for recording extra curricular achievements;

* clearer criteria for the selection of work for the pupil’s portfolio;
+ discussions on cross-phase continuity in recording achievement.

The report concludes:

There is every reason to expect primary interest in RoAs to continue to accelerate over the next year or
two, driven especially by national reporting requirements. It offers a flexible yet coherent approach to
recording development (and potentially, to its reporting) wholly consistent with modern Primary
philosophy. If schools are to be enabled to gain maximum benefit from the initiative, it will be
important for the Authority to recognise both the variety of needs and practice in schools, and the
absolute necessity of supporting their early efforts. (DES/Welsh Office, 1991:86)

It was from the initiative of this county, with regard to INSET provision for the development of records of
achievement, that our school policy was born. I now turn to this in the next section as I consider our current
policy and ask whether we are meeting our own criteria.

Policy and practice

The following policy was compiled from whole staff discussion regarding the RoA. These discussions were
initiated and guided by the assessment leader at the time who had attended INSET days for this purpose at
her previous school. It has been in place since 1994, and as can be seen, there were some ambitious claims.

Record of achievement folders

We need to aim for continuity and progression between years and throughout school life. Our children
should be the ones ‘in charge’ of the achievement folders and should be accessible to them at all times. The
folders should also be accessible to visitors through the children. We hope that the children will be proud of
their folder and that the folders help to motivate the pupils in various ways. The folders allow the children
to participate in recording their own achievements and allow for self-evaluation and for target setting.

» The Record of Achievement folders are started in the Early Years Unit (EYU). From the beginning staff
work closely with the children in discussing and selecting work that is to be included, encouraging them
to see the progress they make during the year.
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* In the infants the children will be involved in setting simple targets.

* In the lower juniors the aim is for the children to be involved in consultations with the teacher to discuss
improvements which could be made and to look at progress.

+ In the upper juniors the aim is to involve the children in self-evaluation and target setting.

All the children need to be aware of the purpose of keeping the folders (Gallagher, 1994). Yet, how
effective is this policy? An external assessment report undertaken in 1996 confirmed the need for a review
of our RoA system. My initial thoughts regarding our policy were that its rationale is assumed from the
introductory sentences. Why should it work pedagogically? As we have seen, there is research to show that
elements contained in the record of achievement ideal have been shown to promote learning. Before I could
evaluate the effectiveness of this policy I needed to know its purpose. I read on and found that it hoped:

* to motivate the children;

* to allow for participation in recording of achievement;
* to allow for self-evaluation;

* to allow for target setting;

I then looked for areas where the success of these aims could be measured and arrived at the following
which are shown in Figure 3.3. This figure includes the aims taken from the policy from which the
indicators of effectiveness arose. From these I formed questions to ask of pupils and staff in order to
investigate our current practice, but before presenting the findings of this investigation, it is important to say
something about its structure and organization.

The structure and organization of the investigation

My research design is embedded within what has been described as ‘the interpretative research paradigm’.
As Bassey (1995) says:

Interpretative researchers reject the positivist’s view that the social world can be understood in terms
of general statements about human activity. [they] recognise that by asking questions or by observing
they may change the situation which they are studying...To the interpretative researcher the purpose
of research is to describe and interpret the phenomena of the world in attempts to get shared meanings
with others. Interpretation is a search for deep perspectives on particular events and for theoretical
insights. It may offer possibilities, but no certainties as to the outcome of future events. (1995:13)

Through holding the above predisposition, and given the nature of my enquiry, I chose to use qualitative
research methods. I opted for the interview as my main research method given its adaptability. I wanted the
freedom to develop and clarify areas of investigation as they arose, although as we shall see later this caused
me problems when it came to analysing the responses. In order to gain an insight into our school’s practice
through the indicators in Figure 3.3, I decided to interview a cross-section of pupils throughout our primary
school and present questionnaires to their teachers. My position as researcher is that [ am a main scale
teacher at my current school and consider that I am fairly well known to the children by teaching both KS1
and KS2 over the past five years.
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Investigation design and administration

I constructed the interview schedule, shown in Figure 3.3, and interviewed pupils from four different classes
beginning in the Early Years Unit (4-5 years), and continuing through Year 2 (67 years), Year 4 (8-9
years), to Year 6 (10— 11). I asked the class teachers to select six pupils; two of whom they considered to be
well motivated (Group 1), two moderately motivated (Group 2) and two poorly motivated (Group 3) in order
to explore the effect of the RoA on motivation. I then interviewed the pupils in these groups of six. I asked
staff not to speak to their pupils about, or add anything to their folders, after I had enlisted their help and
before I had spoken to the pupils. I did this in case this affected the internal validity of my research and felt
satisfied that this had been respected.

Although I anticipated problems establishing the validity of my data collection I did not realize just how
problematic this area would be. In retrospect I feel that the design of the investigation was inadequate in
many ways especially with regard to reliability. I had not taken enough steps to combat the potential
observer and subject bias inherent in such a project. This may have meant another colleague and I both
interviewing the pupils to compare findings, yet this was impractical at the time. As the ‘observer’
(interviewer), I had taught some members of the Y2 class the year before and found myself gravit-ating
towards unexpected behaviour in children with whom I was familiar. I was also familiar to all of the
children as a member of staff and found myself trying to over-compensate for any effect I perceived this
might have on the expression of their views. I did this by giving more encouragement to those views I felt
were opposite to those which the pupils might have expected me to hold! I kicked myself time and again
for doing this as the interviews progressed.

As the afternoon wore on during some of my interviews, I became more tired and less focused, which
affected my questioning. I also found myself encouraging more readily those views which confirmed my
previously held expectations of how poorly our RoA system was faring. I was aware that I was doing this at
the time of the interview, yet I sometimes felt that if I gave no encouragement to express a possibly negative
point, it may have kept a valid point unspoken through lack of confidence on the pupil’s part. It was
certainly a lot more difficult than I had imagined once I came to pick up the pieces in my analysis, hence the
number of questions incompletely answered and others which were not part of my original design, which
were also incompletely explored. I had not piloted my schedule due to time constraints and so found that,
especially with the youngest pupils, I experienced language problems. I rephrased questions to try and make
them more accessible, yet found that where I digressed at these points, I left some areas uncovered.
However, given these reservations on my part towards the research design, my conduct of it and the
incomplete nature of my findings, I do feel there were still some valid points which arose from the
interviews.

The analysis

I decided to analyse my data by coding the answers of the children with regard to whether they showed a
positive, neutral or negative response to each question. Where the answers were neutral I counted them as a
negative response in that they could not be said to show the positive response that I considered an effective
policy would engender. Figure 3.4 provides the following kinds of information:

» which questions were asked of whom;

» what constituted a positive or negative answer;

+ the amount of positive and negative answers for each area of the policy, to see which areas appeared to
be the most and least productive;
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Figure 3.3: School aims for RoA, anticipated evidence of success and questions used to access this evidence

School aims of RoA

Anticipated evidence/
indicators

Questions asked:

of pupils

of staff

* To motivate the pupils

* To allow for participation
in recording of
achievement

* To allow for self-
evaluation

* To allow for target setting

-continuity between years
and throughout school life

-progression between years
and throughout school life

-folders are accessible to
pupils at all times
-pupils are ‘in charge’ of
their folders

-folders are accessible to
visitors through pupils

-pupils feel proud of their
folders

-the folders help to
motivate pupils

-all pupils aware of the
purposes of keeping folders

-pupils participating in
recording own
achievement

-opportunities for self-
evaluation provided

-opportunities for target
setting provided

-staff and pupils discussing
together work for the RoA
-staff and pupils selecting
together work for the RoA

(Check to see that policy
guidelines are followed in
folders)

(Check physical access)

To whom do these folders
belong?

Can anyone look at them at
any time?

Do they have to ask you
first?

Are you proud of your
folder?

How do you feel when
someone asks you to get it?

What is the folder for?

What do you think will
happen to it?

* Has it got things in there
that you have done well?

* How do you think your
work is getting on at
school?

* Do you need to improve
on anything?

* What do you need to
improve?

* Do you talk to your
teacher about your folder?

* Who chooses the work to
go in it?

To whom do these folders
belong?

Can anyone look at them at
any time?

Do visitors have to ask the
pupils first?

Are the children proud of
their folders?

How do you feel when it is
time to do some work on
the folders?

What is the folder for?

What do you think will
happen to it?

Do you think the RoAs, or
their use, need changing/
improving in any way?

* Do you feel that the RoAs
are a worthwhile idea?
Please give a reason for
your answer

* Do you talk to members
of your class individually
about their work?
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Figure 3.4: Pupil response to research questions

+ the amount of positive and negative answers for each sex, to see if pupils’ responses varied according to
their gender;

+ the amount of positive and negative answers for each motivation group, to see if pupils’ responses varied
according to the level of motivation that their teachers perceived they had,

» the amount of positive and negative answers for each age group, to see if pupils’ responses varied
according to their age.

I hoped that the interviews would shed further light on all of these areas regarding the reasons behind the
children’s answers. Findings such as these should be viewed with caution and regarded as indicators rather
than certainties for some of the following reasons; I may not have asked the right questions to get access to
the information I needed, i.e., Does talking to the teacher about their folders constitute target setting? Did
inappropriate wording of questions hinder the understanding of the youngest children in the Early Years
Unit (EYU), especially one of the pupils whose first language was French, even though he communicates
well in English. He gave a majority of neutral answers throughout the interview, which with hindsight
indicated to me his need for language support in this session.
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Findings

In general:

» Two-thirds of all responses were of a positive nature;

* Boys and girls responded with similar amounts of positive and negative answers;

» Those who were perceived by their teachers as being well motivated in their work made the most
positive comments followed by fewer positive answers as the motivation of the pupils decreased.

Continuity and progression:

» All ages used the parts of the RoA appropriate to their age group and in keeping with the agreed policy
on when they should be used.

Accessibility:

+ All folders were physically accessible to all the children. Y2, 4 and 6 collected their own folders. Due to
a temporary obstacle the EYU pupils’ folders were collected by their teacher on the day I interviewed
them.

Ownership:

* 54 per cent of the 24 pupils asked knew that the folder belonged to them. The remaining pupils, (all of
the Y4 pupils and amix of EYU and Y2 pupils) thought that the folders belonged to the school. All members
of staff said that the folders belonged to the children, with an element of class ownership at Y4.

» 78 per cent of the pupils expected a visitor to ask their permission before seeing their folders. All of the
teachers of the pupils asked also expected visitors to ask the pupils’ permission. One of the youngest
pupils displayed a strong sense of ownership in this area, as can be seen from the following extract from
our discussion;

T: And Z? Would I have to ask you after I’d asked Mrs. A?
Z: Ask Mrs. A.

T: And then do I have to ask you?

Z: Yes.

T: Why is that?

Z: Because it’s my folder. (Group 3 pupil in EYU)

» 22 per cent did not expect to be asked—who were they? The French pupil in the EYU plus half of the
pupils in Y4 who had been placed in groups 2 and 3 for motivation. I wondered if there was any link here
between pupils who are perceived to be poorly motivated and a lessening in the say of who handles their
work. A similar concern crossed my mind when considering who chose work for their folders as it was a
group 3 pupil in Y2 who said that