Investigating children’s perspectives on formative assessment: developing an action research approach 

Aims of the project
The overall aim of the project was to investigate children’s perspectives on formative assessment and how formative assessment can be developed to improve learning. I was particularly interested to know how children’s perspectives on learning and formative assessment changed between Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3. I wanted to explore whether an action research approach could assist in the development of classroom practice in formative assessment. My specific objectives were to investigate what:

 children think learning is;

 children understand by the idea of assessment;

 they know/understand by ‘formative assessment’; and 

 links children make between formative assessment and learning.

Context
The research took place in a junior school on the south coast over a period of two years  I introduced my own Year 6 class of thirty pupils to different strategies of formative assessment  I also interviewed small groups of my former pupils in Years 7-11  to investigate their perceptions of  assessment. These pupils were by then attending a local secondary school. 

Summary of main findings

The Year 6 action project found that:
· a simplified checklist of level descriptors helped pupils as a means of formative assessment; it allowed them to begin to assess their own work and the work of their peers.

· pupils were able to collaborate effectively with peers to establish levels of attainment for specific pieces of work; and 

· they were able to gauge whether learning objectives had been met for a task; 

The research also highlighted the following general issues arising from pupil perceptions in Years 7-11 
· Pupils were not always given the opportunity to extend or develop the formative assessment skills which have been developed in Key Stage 2.;

· pupils were generally unclear as to the purpose of assessment;

· testing tended to produce stress amongst all pupils whatever their age;

· there was often inconsistency in the information that pupils are given about their learning objectives;

· pupils valued oral or written feedback more than grades, particularly before Year10; and 

· all pupils were motivated by extrinsic rewards. 

Background 
I undertook my action research in a Junior School in a town on the south coast. The school has 450 pupils on roll and four or five classes per year group. The majority of pupils come from relatively poor socio-economic backgrounds. To supplement the findings from the action research I also interviewed groups of my former pupils in the local secondary school.

I spent 2 years investigating how formative assessment could improve children’s learning as part of my MA research. I explored how children’s learning can be improved by questioning, listening to the pupils responses and intervening in order to take them on in their learning. I also examined how pupils negotiated criteria for a task and used this to assess their work. I had grave concerns about the impact of tests and testing on children: for example newspaper articles highlighted the stresses of testing. I could see the daily, negative effects of a narrowed ’teaching to the test’ curriculum and I had one particular child who suffered severe asthma and avoided revision sessions because of anxiety. As a teacher of Year 6 children, the tension between, on the one hand, tests and testing and teacher assessment on the other hand was an interesting conundrum.

Teaching processes and strategies

I introduced my Year 6 class to various strategies of formative  assessment with a view to instilling the skills of meta-cognitive thinking; to enable them to reflect on their work; to self-assess and self-monitor, and then to see if these skills were transferable. 

I discussed many ideas with the pupils. I focussed on the learning intention, asking questions about what it meant, why they needed to learn about it, and what they might be expected to know understand or do by the end of a lesson. I questioned the pupils on how useful they found the learning intention and how it might be improved. 
I was able to use this discussion to go on to talk about and establish a short list of success criteria for a task. At the end of the lesson the pupils were able to discuss and evaluate the lesson according to the success criteria. From this, I talked in greater depth about criteria. We ‘negotiated’ criteria for the content and quality of a piece of work.

I then showed the pupils how to use the criteria in the process of their work, as an aide-memoire, and afterwards as a checklist to assess their work.
I asked the pupils to work in pairs and use a checklist to mark each others’ work, they could then repeat this process to mark their own work. In this way they were able to reflect on their work and could see what needed to be improved, by referring to the checklist.

I then gave the pupils simplified National Curriculum statements of attainment to work with and use these to assess their work. Some were even able to give grades/marks out of ten/levels according to how many criteria had been ticked off!

As a result of these strategies, the children reflected on and talked about their learning, they responded to questions, negotiated and used task and quality criteria as well as used peer and self-assessment techniques. When interviewed, for example, the pupils asserted that their work had improved, because they had used criteria in the process of peer assessment which meant that they knew first, what they had to aim for and second, what they needed to improve on, in order to attain a National Curriculum level.

Findings 
Years 6-11: General Findings

Pupils were not sure what ‘assessment’ or ‘formative’ assessment’ really meant,. They had an awareness rather than an understanding of the purpose of assessment.
Most pupils equated assessment with tests and testing. While testing is a pressure at Year 6, it becomes an all pervading issue in Years 10 and 11. 

Pupils showed awareness of the purpose of learning and realise that there are different ways in which they learn. They acknowledged the ways in which teachers, families, activity groups and friends can help or hinder them in their learning. Pupils were most frustrated in their learning, by disruption/distraction from misbehaving pupils.

The research indicated that testing generated different feelings, and that it results in considerable stress amongst  all pupils, whatever their age. The only advantage of testing appeared to be where ‘feedback’ was given to indicate strengths and weaknesses and to improve work in the future. It is recognised that achieving good test results eventually provides the means to further education or a good job.

The use of learning intentions or learning objectives was not consistent either in different curriculum areas or within year groups.  This means that pupils were not always aware of the expected outcome of a lesson, and hence unclear about what they should be working towards.

Pupils valued feedback, either written or oral to help them move forward to achieve their goals. Grades were not seen to be as important as written feedback until Year 10/11, when both are needed in order for the pupil to know how s/he is performing against national levels.

Pupils liked to know the criteria for achieving a particular goal, although were often put off by the language used in the criteria. 

Pupils preferred to be questioned in a small group. The older pupils could see both the advantages of articulating their understanding in discussions and receiving feedback, and the disadvantage of not being able to ‘switch off’ in their lessons! 

Finally, pupils across the age range were very much motivated by extrinsic rewards (merits/certificates) in their learning. By Year 10/11 grades became more important, and the notion of being self-motivated replaces the need for external rewards. Pupils feel only special needs children would still respond positively to such methods of motivation by the end of Key Stage 4.

Year 6 Action Research Investigation
Pupils were able to take on board a number of different formative assessment strategies in Year 6 and appeared to retain them, but were less likely to extend, develop or apply them because they were not able to use them on a consistent basis in the secondary sector.

Year 6 pupils were able to reflect on the processes of learning and assessment and compare their views with others. In this way they were gradually able to work towards an understanding of what is ‘good’ in their work in different subject areas.

Pupils were also able to assess their own work and that of others using (simplified “I can…”) level descriptions as a checklist. They found this particularly useful in preparation for Key Stage 2 National Curriculum Tests.

Pupils were able to assess their own work appropriately. Pupils worked with the learning intention/objective to determine success criteria for a task. Where the statements of the level descriptions included more difficult vocabulary, they negotiated the meaning of the words with partners. When work did not meet all the relevant criteria pupils collaborated to decide how many statements within a level determined a ‘best fit’ level of attainment.

Pupils were able to identify 3 ‘good’ things about a friend’s writing task, indicate one thing that needs improving and suggest a way in which the improvement can be made. 

Pupils were able to reflect on their work and discuss any difficulties they experience When working with a partner on a task, they recognise the benefit of mutual support (for example sharing strategies in problem solving,) in order  to ‘close the gap’ in learning a particular concept.

Research methods.

A. Action research study
I chose a suitable lesson to try out my ideas: English writing. I wrote up the learning intention, which was then thoroughly discussed with the children. The discussion was recorded, using a small hand-held tape recorder. Later I listened to the recording and made selective transcriptions of the more interesting comments. I also made notes in a research diary of significant comments and my thoughts and reflections on these.
This process was then repeated for establishing success criteria, negotiating criteria and evaluating the lesson.
I then chose pairs of pupils to talk through the process of using criteria to assess each others work. I recorded these discussions and later transcribed them. I made notes of any observations and critical comments in a research diary.


B. Secondary school interviews  
1. Questionnaires

I discovered a number of interesting questions whilst doing background reading for my research. I simplified these to make them more accessible to Year 6 Children. 

I tested out a set of ten questions with my class. I talked the children through each question in order to avoid misunderstandings, and to support their responses. I read through the responses and selected small groups to interview. These interviews served to supplement the comments on the questionnaires. The interviews were recorded and later selectively transcribed. Later, I added more questions to the initial questionnaire, and tested them out with small groups from my class.   My research diary was used to make notes of interesting comments.

2. Interviews

I chose groups of past pupils who had taken part in my MA research, and then pupils who I remembered would make pertinent points in discussions. I chose groups of four to six pupils, per year group.
I arranged to see the Head Teacher of my local secondary school to talk to him about my research. I was able to arrange to interview past pupils at the school over a period of six weeks. I was allocated a room, and the secretary gave me all the past pupils’ addresses.
I sent out a letter with a questionnaire to each pupil inviting them for interview on a certain day. The interviews took place after the school day had finished. The interviews involved the pupils talking through their responses to the questionnaires and where necessary I asked them for further clarification. The interviews were all recorded and later transcribed. I made notes in my research diary of pertinent comments.
After the interviews were completed, I wrote letters of thanks to the participants and the Head Teacher. Later I highlighted the responses on the questionnaires according to certain categories: learning, testing, self assessment etc. and from this I could draw out general findings. 

3. Research Diary
My research diary has been used to make notes for my literature review, and it includes my reflections on my reading. It describes the process of my research work and particularly critical incidents. I use it to reflect on my work as a whole and to analyse my research findings. It is an invaluable tool in my research; I’d be lost without it!

Conclusion
My findings suggest two particular conclusions about pupils’ perspectives on assessment.

· Pupils are keen to talk about their perceptions of learning and assessment. They have very interesting comments to make about how they learn and what motivates them. They recognise the importance of learning in their lives but they view assessment as only consisting of testing and examinations.
· Pupils are interested in knowing about strategies of formative assessment. They feel empowered when they discuss the different aspects of a lesson and are able to negotiate criteria for a task. When they fully understand the nature of a task they are more motivated in their work. However pupils may have little opportunity to use the skills of formative assessment in their work, owing to the constraints of a prescribed curriculum,

My findings also raise a number of questions:
· how can formative assessment support improvement in pupil work in all areas of the curriculum?
· how can strategies of formative assessment be further integrated into classroom work within the confines of the pressures of preparation for national curriculum tests and target-setting?
· how can teachers work with formative assessment strategies alongside the analysis of  test data and target setting? and
· how can strategies of formative assessment  be included in medium/short-term planning?
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