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What is formative 
assessment?



	

What is formative assessment?

 On an international level, the term “formative assessment” 
does not have a defined meaning (Anderson & Palm, 2017; Wiliam, 2014).

 Some say:
 It can only be applied when it is integrated into teaching (Shepard, 2008);
 It relates to tests which can be taken at regular intervals over periods of 

several months (Marshall, 2005).
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Definitions of formative assessment

 Sadler
 Formative assessment is concerned with how judgements about the 

quality of student responses (performances, pieces, or works) can be 
used to shape and improve the student’s competence by short-circuiting 
the randomness and inefficiency of trial and error learning (1989: 120).

 He also makes us aware that formative assessment should not be 
the sole responsibility of the teacher, but also requires changes in 
learners too:
 The indispensable conditions for improvements are that the student 

comes to hold a  concept of quality similar to that held by the teacher, 
is able to monitor continuously that quality of that is being produced 
during the act of production itself (1989: 121). 
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Definitions of formative assessment

 In the UK, the term “formative assessment” tends to be built upon 
the pioneering work of Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam.
 All those activities undertaken by teachers and/or their students, which 

provide information to be used as feedback to modify teaching and 
learning activities in which they are engaged (1998: 8).

 Sadler
 [Formative assessment] refers to assessment that is specifically intended 

to provide feedback on performance to improve and accelerate learning 
(1998: 77).
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Definitions of formative assessment

 Cowie and Bell
 [Formative assessment is] the process used by teachers and students to 

recognise and respond to student learning in order to enhance that 
learning, during learning (1999: 102).

 Wiliam and Leahy
 An assessment is formative to the extent that information from the 

assessment is fed back within the system and actually used to improve 
the performance of the system in some way (2007: 31). 

 Shepard
 Formative assessment is defined as assessment carried out during the 

instructional process for the purpose of improving teaching or learning … 
What makes formative assessment formative is that it is immediately 
used to make judgements so as to form new learning (2008: 281).
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Definitions of formative assessment

 What all of these definitions have in common is that it is the use of 
the information to adjust teaching and learning, during the 
learning process, in which the formative “label” can be applied.

 In short, formative assessment is a dialogue (whether oral or 
written), between the teacher and a student, in order to move 
learning forward.
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Definitions of formative assessment

 As Swanwick puts it, ‘to teach is to assess’ (1988: 149)
 Teachers who observe, model and give constructive comments to 

improve are using formative assessment.

 Although this might not be seen, by some, as assessment this is 
exactly what is going on! 

 The nature of formative assessment does not include marks, levels 
or grades.

 Nor does it compare students with one another.
 Instead, it focuses on what the next steps in learning are.
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The key idea about formative assessment

 The key idea with formative assessment is not only the 
collecting of information, but that is actively used and 
acted upon.
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Definitions of formative assessment

 Although there is some clarity as to what “formative” means, it 
seems that the term has become confused (Bennett, 2011; James et al., 2006)

and problematic.

 Despite the wealth of research into and exemplification of good 
formative assessment, ‘there has been no (or at best limited) 
effect on learning outcomes nationally (Coe, 2013: 10).  
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Why hasn’t it worked in 
schools?



	

Why hasn’t it worked in schools? (1)

 The Assessment Reform Group (ARG)
 The term “formative” is open to a variety of interpretations and often 

means no more than that assessment is carried out frequently and is 
planned at the same time as teaching.

 It may be formative in helping the teacher identify areas where more 
explanation or practice is needed.

 But for the pupils, the marks or remarks in their work may tell them 
about the successes of failures but not how to make progress towards 
future learning (1999: 7).
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Why hasn’t it worked in schools? (1)

 This point is further exemplified by Wiliam:

 ‘the big mistake Paul and I made was calling this stuff 
“assessment” … because when you use the word 
assessment, people think about tests and exams’ 
(Stewart, 2012).

He later expresses that it should probably have been 
called something like “responsive teaching”. 
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Why hasn’t it worked in schools? (2)

 Further confusion has been shown by Nick Gibb:
 I have seen very well-designed recap quizzes in schools such as in David 

Perks’s East London Science School – questions carefully chosen by 
teachers to show how well a group is progressing through a half-term’s 
work, and whether misconceptions or gaps are present. These are low-
stakes, formative tests to inform pupils about how well they are doing 
and to influence teaching. For those teachers who fear that the removal 
of levels means no data to feed into management systems, it is clear that 
such tests produce useful and informative data on attainment and 
progress (2015: 4).

 What is being talked about here is not formative assessment, but mini-
summative assessments.
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Why hasn’t it worked in schools? (3)

 Ruth Butler (1988) - Israel:
 264 low and high ability grade 6 students in 12 classes in 4 schools.
 Same teaching, same aims, same teachers, same classwork.

 First lesson: students in each class were given a booklet containing a range 
of different thinking tasks. 

 At the end of the lesson, their work was collected in.
 The work was marked by independent markers.
 At the start of the next lesson, two days later, students were given feedback 

on the work they had done.
 Three kinds of feedback: grades, comments, grades + comments.
 Marks were recorded in teacher planners.

 Students were then asked to attempt some similar tasks and were told that 
they would receive the same sort of feedback as before.

 Again, the work was collect in and marked.
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The effect of giving marks, levels or grades

What happened for students given both grades and comments?
A. Gain: 30%; Attitude: all positive
B. Gain: 30%; Attitude: high scorers positive, low scorers negative
C. Gain: 0%; Attitude: all positive
D. Gain: 0%; Attitude: high scorers positive, low scorers negative
E. Something else….
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Achievement Attitude

Grades No gain High scorers: positive
Low scorers: negative

Comments 30% gain High scorers: positive
Low scorers: positive



It has been tried and tested many times….

 Fuchs & Fuchs (1986)
 Natriello (1987)
 Brooks (1988)
 Bangert-Drowns et al.(1991)

 Dempster (1991)
 Dempster (1992)
 Elshout-Mohr (1994)
 Kluger & DeNisi (1996)
 Black & Wiliam (1998)
 Nyquist (2003) 

 Brookhart (2004)
 Allal & Lopez (2005)
 Köller (2005)
 Brookhart (2007)
 Wiliam (2007)
 Hattie & Timperley (2007)
 Shute (2008)
 Kingston & Nash (2001, 2015)

 Booth (2014)
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“Summative” and “formative” assessment 

 A big part of the problem is that “summative” and 
“formative” assessment serve different purposes.
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“Summative” assessment “Formative” assessment

“Sums-up” learning Moves learning (and 
teaching) forward

X out of X/Grade… Comment(s)

The formative use of summative assessment



	

“Summative” and “formative” assessment

 Kohn (1994) posits that we should never grade 
students whilst they are still learning; as soon as 
they receive a grade, the learning stops as students 
focus far more on the consequences of the grades 
(Andrade and Heritage, 2018; Sousa, 2015). 

 As such, if, as Kohn (1994) suggests, grades stop 
learning then students should be given them as 
infrequently as possible (Kohn, 1994; Sousa, 2015).
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Why hasn’t it worked in schools? (4)

 In some schools, there may be pressure on teachers to 
produce high levels of attainment in the form of marks or 
grades from assessments (Fautley and Savage, 2008).
 Teachers may be consciously neglecting their formative 

practices and beliefs in favour of mini-summative assessments 
for data tracking purposes. 
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National Curriculum levels

 I used to be a fan of the “old” National Curriculum levels
 And if we’d stuck to reporting them at the end of the key 

stage then things probably would have been ok… BUT…
 Many schools started to use them every year…
 Then every term…
 Then every lesson to differentiate learning intentions…
 Then Ofsted jumped on the band wagon and started asking 

students what “level” they were at…
 And don’t even get me started on sub-levels!!!
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The removal of National Curriculum levels

 Commission on Assessment Without Levels (DfE)
 Formative assessment was not always being used as an integral 

part of effective teaching (2015: 13).
 Instead of using classroom assessment to identify strengths and 

gaps in pupils’ knowledge and understanding, some teachers 
were simply tracking pupils’ progress towards target levels (2015: 13).
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How can we make it better in 
the classroom?

Learning intentions



Learning intentions

 If students are to hold a concept similar to that of the 
teacher (Sadler, 1989), then clarifying what students are going to 
learn seems as very good idea.

 Before we can find out what our learners are learning;
 Before we can give feedback
 Before we can engage learners as resources for one another;
 Or as owners of their own learning,
 We have to be clear about where we are going (Wiliam and Leahy, 2015: 27).

 Writing good learning intentions, though, is hard and there are two 
things we need to consider:
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1: Context and learning intentions

 Shirley Clarke (2005) states that there is a problem with including the 
context within the learning intention itself.
 Key Stage 3 English: “To (be able to) write a letter to your local council to 

keep your local swimming pool open”.

 In Clarke’s view (2005) students who have been working on this, 
perhaps for several lessons, are likely to do well, but so what?!
 We may not be so interested in whether students can write about keeping 

their pool open,
 But whether the knowledge they have acquired through the sequence of 

lessons can be transferred into other contexts (viewpoints regarding fox 
hunting).
 “To be able to write a letter”.
 “To your local council to keep your local swimming pool open” would be 

the context.
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2: Separating learning and doing.

 We also need to be clear in our planning not only what will students 
be doing (activities) but what will they be learning by doing them.

 Our clarified learning intention “to be able to write a letter” is 
actually activity focused.
 What are students going to learn by writing this letter? Are they:

 Writing to persuade?
 Writing to argue?
 Is it formal?
 Is it informal?

 Depending on where this lesson falls within a unit of work:
 To know the key features of a persuasive letter; or
 To know (understand) how to use persuasive features; or even
 To be able to write persuasively.
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Learning intentions

 Once we have made our destination clear, the then need to consider 
what students need to do in order to arrive there.

 This is where sharing and modelling what success looks like becomes 
an important aspect of quality learning.
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How can we make it better in 
the classroom?

Sharing what success looks like: 
Success criteria



Success criteria

 It’s like knowing the teacher’s secret (Spendlove, 2009: 18).

 Clarke (2005) differentiates two types of success criteria:
 Product
 Process

 Product: merely tell students what the end product would look like.

 Process: the key steps or ingredients the student needs in order to 
fulfill the learning objective (Clarke, 2005: 29).
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Success criteria

 Based on our KS3 English example:

 Product: “The reader will be persuaded by your letter”
 Ok, but what is it exactly students have to do in order to be persuasive 

writers?  

 Process:
 Learning intention: “To be able to write persuasively”.
 Learning context: “To your local council to keep your local swimming pool 

open”.
 Success criteria (you need to):

 State your points of view
 Give reasons for your view points, with proof
 Give alternative view points
 Use subjective (personal feelings) language
 Use rhetorical questions
 Include a summary
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Success criteria

 Process success criteria, then, allows for regular formative 
assessment, for both teachers and students, during the lesson, on the 
journey to fulfilling the lesson’s learning intention.

 When students are clear on where they are going (learning 
intentions) and what they need to do to get there (success criteria), 
feedback is then required to keep learning moving forward.

 The quality of the feedback, though, depends on the quality of the 
evidence of learning gathered in the first place. 
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How can we make it better in 
the classroom?

Eliciting quality evidence of learning



Responsive Teaching – From plan ‘A’ to plan ‘B’
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A

B



	

Hinge question
Diagnosis for responsive teaching in Spanish

Which of the following is the correct translation for            
“I give the book to him”?

A. (Yo) lo doy el libro.
B. (Yo) doy le el libro.
C. (Yo) le doy el libro.
D. (Yo) doy lo el libro.
E. (Yo) doy el libro le.
F. (Yo) doy el libro lo.
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Having “diagnosed”, 
through discussion I 
am able to find out:

1) Are pronouns the problem?

2) Is sentence order the
problem?

3) Is it both?
Start with
misconceptions



Hinge questions: design requirements
36

 A hinge question is based on the important concept in a lesson 
that is critical for students to understand before you move on
in the lesson.

 The question can fall at the beginning (range-finding) or middle 
(mid-lesson correction) of the lesson.

 It should be a diagnostic and not a discussion question.

 Every student must respond to the question within two 
minutes.

 You must be able to collect and interpret the responses from all 
students in 30 seconds.



Principles of diagnostic questioning
37

 A response from every student
 ABCD cards, mini-white boards

 Quick checks on understanding, not extended 
discussions

 Decision-driven data-collection

 The right response(s) means the right thinking
 Distractor-driven multiple-choice questions
 Multiple correct responses



Hinge questioning in maths:                                          
Distractor-driven multiple-choice questions
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What can you say about the means of the 
following two data sets?

Set 1: {10, 12, 13, 15}
Set 2: {10, 12, 13, 15, 0}

A. The two sets have the same mean.
B. The two sets have different means.
C. It depends on whether you choose to count the zero.



	

Hinge questioning in maths:                                      
Multiple correct responses

In which of these right-angled triangles is a2 + b2 = c2 ?

A
a

c

b

C
b

c

a

E
c

b

a

B
a

b

c

D
b

a

c

F
c

a

b
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Hinge questioning in English:

Identify the adverbs in these sentences:

1. The boy ran across the street quickly.
(A)  (B)     (C)              (D)       (E)

2. Fred ran the race well but unsuccessfully.
(A)          (B)  (C)   (D)          (E)
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How can we make it better in 
the classroom?

Feedback



Feedback

 Feedback is significant for improving learning (Hattie and Yates, 2014) and is, 
therefore, a key part of the formative process.

 Learning gaps can be identified through ongoing observations and 
regular conversations with students in relation to the learning 
intention(s) and success criteria. 

 Sadler (1989) makes it clear that simply knowing how work can be 
improved cannot be considered to be feedback. It has to be actively 
used.

 Reducing feedback to comment only may well seem easy, but what is 
evident is that it is the quality of the comments that make a 
difference to moving learning forward.
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Feedback: Hattie and Timperley (2007)

 Task (or product)
 Whether a response is right or wrong.

 Correct (tick), incorrect (cross)

 Process
 Information as to how students can correct their mistakes (prompts).

 “You need to re-work your letter using the success criteria so that you are clearly 
writing persuade.”

 Self-regulation
 Students monitor their work autonomously and make necessary corrections 

as they go along.
 “You already know the key features of a persuasive letter. Check to see if they are in 

yours.”

 Self
 Provides personality characteristics.

 “Wow, this is brilliant!”
 Hattie and Timperley found this level of feedback ‘has too little value to result in learning gains’ 

(2007: 97).
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Feedback should cause 
thinking (Wiliam, 2013)



Feedback

 Traditionally feedback from the teacher has been seen as a one-way-
type communication.
 This has been criticized because students become too dependent on their 

teacher (Sadler, 1989).

 In an ideal world, effective feedback enables students to self- and 
peer-assess their own work (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).
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How can we make it better in 
the classroom?

Meaningful self- and peer-assessment



Self- and peer-assessment

 Research suggests (for example, Black and Wiliam, 1998) that when students are 
given an active role in the assessment process they are able to 
develop, use and apply their understanding to improve the quality of 
their own work.

 What this means is that when students become “insiders” of the 
assessment process they become less dependent on their teacher 
and, therefore, more effective learners (James and Pedder, 2006).

 Other research (for example, James et al., 2006) suggests that students make 
significantly more progress when they evaluate their learning against 
clearly defined process success criteria, and not whether something 
is right or wrong, or whether they enjoyed it or not.
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Self- and peer-assessment

 Whilst self- and peer-assessment is a perfectly good formative 
strategy, it is likely to be done after the learning has taken place, and 
not during.
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Growing self-regulating learners within 
self- (and peer-) assessment

 By involving and training students in self-and peer-assessments 
within the lesson, they are able to take control of their own learning 
(Andrade and Heritage, 2018) by answering three key questions:
 Where am I going? (what is the learning intention?);
 Where am I now? (where am I currently within the success criteria?); and
 Where to next? (what do I still need to do to meet the learning 

intention(s)?)

48



Summary….

 The interaction of all the these formative strategies not only fosters 
engaging learning environments, but also makes clear to teachers and 
students that learning is heading in the intended direction.

 The information these strategies elicit needs to be acted upon to 
decide what to do next.

 This is formative assessment in action.

49



Thank you.

Nikki Booth

Email: nikki-booth@hotmail.com
Twitter: nbooth2506


