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ABSTRACT

From Balkanisation to Boundary Crossing:

Using a Teacher Learning Community to Explore the Impact o f Assessment 

On Teaching and Learning in a Disadvantaged School

Irish education is currently witnessing a fundamental shift in focus from an emphasis 

on curriculum revision, professional development and policy implementation to one of 

review, with the concomitant effect that issues of evaluation and assessment are increasingly 

high on the agenda. This is evidenced by the publication in recent years of a series of 

evaluation reports which, in addition to identifying successes achieved, have highlighted a 

number o f related iterative weaknesses in the system that continue to thwart progress. One is 

the apparent lack of assessment literacy which has been attributed mainly, but not exclusively, 

to teachers. Another is the growing body of international evidence suggesting that 

pedagogical practices in schools serving disadvantaged children are qualitatively different to 

those found in more advantaged settings. Finally, there is the evidence that low levels of 

literacy persist in Ireland, despite significant investment and innovation.

In responding to these challenges, this study examined the potential of a teacher 

learning community (TLC) as a vehicle of professional development, to bring about changes 

in teachers’ understanding and use of Assessment for Learning (A/L), in order to improve the 

^reading competency of a cohort of children attending a designated disadvantaged, junior 

school, in the Republic of Ireland. Employing a partially mixed, concurrent, equal status, 

quantitative/qualitative design, the study investigated three research hypotheses pertaining to 

(1) children’s reading achievement, (2) their motivation to read/employment of A/L strategies 

when reading and (3) teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to A/L. Outcomes from the 

quantitative data with respect to the first two hypotheses indicated that there were no 

statistically significant differences in mean reading achievement between control and 

experimental groups following the intervention, although significant differences were found 

for reading strategies. The qualitative data relating to the third hypothesis revealed that 

important changes had occurred in teachers’ attitudes and classroom practice over the 

duration of the project. The study concludes by drawing attention to the potential of a TLC, 

reconceived as a boundary zone, to challenge the traditional balkanisation of teachers’ 

working lives.
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CHAPTER 1

A STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH CONTEXT AND PROBLEM

Introduction

This study focused on a challenge of significant, current, international interest: 

the potential of a teacher learning community - as a vehicle of professional 

development - to bring about changes in teachers’ understanding and use of 

Assessment for  Learning (A/L), in order to improve children’s school achievement. 

Specifically, this research project was concerned with determining the effectiveness 

of A/L practices to enhance the reading competency of a cohort of children attending 

four Second Classes in a designated disadvantaged, junior school, in the Republic of 

Ireland. Schools in Ireland are designated disadvantaged according to criteria such as 

the number of pupils attending the school whose families are resident in local 

authority housing or non-permanent accommodation, hold medical cards, and are in 

receipt of unemployment benefit or assistance under schemes administered by the 

Department of Social Welfare.

As employed in this study, Assessment for  Learning, which is used 

interchangeably with the term formative assessment, adopts the extended definition 

employed in the original short publication for teachers prepared by Black, Harrison, 

Lee, Marshall and Wiliam (2002), following the 1998 landmark review of evidence 

about the effects of improving formative assessment on students’ performance (Cf. 

Black & Wiliam, 1998a). The rationale for adopting this definition is the same as that 

articulated by those who penned it - to avoid any confusion or misunderstanding of 

the term (Black, 2005). Hence, Assessment for Learning is to be understood as:

...Any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to 
serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ learning. It thus differs from 
assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of 
ranking, or of certifying competence. An assessment activity can help 
learning if it provides information to be used as feedback, by teachers, and by 
their pupils in assessing themselves and each other, to modify the teaching and 
learning activities in which they are engaged. Such assessment becomes 
‘formative assessment’ when the evidence is actually used to adapt the 
teaching work to meet learning needs. (Black et al., 2002, p. 1)
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A teacher learning community (TLC) refers to a small, site-based, group of 

practitioners who meet regularly to share, critically review and reflect on their 

teaching practice and pedagogical knowledge and then use this learning to actively 

improve their practice for the benefit of children’s learning. From the outset, this 

thesis acknowledges the challenge implicit in trying to define with acuity related 

terms such as TLC (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006), professional learning community 

(Stoll & Louis, 2007) and communities of learners (Cochran-Smith, Feiman-Nemser, 

McIntyre, & Demers, 2008). However, it should be noted that discussion on TLCs in 

this work draws -  albeit not always explicitly, given limitations of space -  on the 

interrelated and complementary ideas that underpin these overlapping concepts 

including, inter alia, the sharing and co-creation of knowledge, understood both in the 

epistemological sense (as moving from the tacit to the explicit) and in the ontological 

sense (as moving from the individual through to the organisational and, potentially, 

inter-organisational levels), as outlined recently by Harris (2008).

It is not insignificant, in this context, that both formative assessment and 

teacher learning communities share a common understanding of learning as being 

essentially social in nature, with knowledge being constructed - by adults and children 

alike - through their active engagement with, and support of, one another. These 

ideas, which are associated with social constructivist theories of learning and situated 

cognition, reflect emerging paradigms of learning and knowing which have 

significant import for this work; as a consequence they are explored at some length in 

Chapter 2.

Organisation of the Chapter

This introductory chapter outlines the problem that this research study sought 

to address, with particular reference to the context in which it was conceived and the 

scope of the work undertaken. The contextual discussion has a dual focus; it is 

intended to introduce important factors influencing the decision to conduct the study 

while, at the same time, distinguishing those that were central to the research 

questions addressed from those that were both relevant and important, but deemed 

nonetheless, to be beyond the scope of this work.



Context of the Study

Irish education is currently witnessing a fundamental shift in focus from an 

emphasis on curriculum revision, professional development and policy 

implementation to one of review, with the concomitant effect that issues of evaluation 

and assessment are increasingly high on the agenda. This is evidenced by the 

publication in recent years of a series of evaluation reports seeking to determine the 

extent to which the Revised Primary Curriculum (Department of Education and 

Science [DES], 1999) has been implemented, and the effectiveness of the attendant 

programme of professional development to marshal the recommended changes. 

These reviews, in addition to identifying successes achieved, have served to highlight 

a number of related - but nonetheless distinct - iterative weaknesses in the system, that 

have frustrated progress to-date.

The first is the perennial problem of an apparent lack of assessment literacy 

(DES, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c; NCCA, 2005b, 2005c; O’Leary, 2008), which has been 

attributed mainly, but not exclusively, to teachers (Hall, 2000). The second is the 

growing body of international evidence suggesting that pedagogical practices in 

schools serving disadvantaged children are qualitatively different to those found in 

more advantaged settings (Oakes & Lipton, 1999; Shiel, Forde, & Morgan, 1996), 

coupled with evidence that low levels of literacy persist in Ireland, despite significant 

government investment (Eivers, Shiel, & Shortt, 2005; Shiel, 2007). Linked to this is 

a dearth of research evidence and, hence, a paucity of information, on what actually 

happens both within Irish classrooms (Conway, 2002) and at the level of instructional 

school leadership (Elmore, 2004); in turn, these lacunae raise questions about the 

basis on which recent nation-wide programmes of professional development, 

purported to respond to the professional needs of school personnel, were designed. 

Underpinning each of these are the power plays within the process of negotiation of 

Irish educational policy which, as reported, have been complicit in silencing a 

discourse around issues of quality and standards, with the result that the system is 

deemed poorly positioned to monitor the process of policy implementation (Sugrue, 

2004c).
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Viewed individually, each of these issues presents formidable challenges of its 

own; however, taken collectively, they give a sense of a complex national context, the 

import of which must be considered, both in designing and evaluating any study on 

assessment because, as Black and Wiliam (2005) assert:

...In each country assessment practices have impacts on teaching and learning 
that may be strongly amplified or attenuated by the national context. Indeed, 
the overall impact of particular assessment practices and initiatives is 
determined at least as much by culture and politics as it is by educational 
evidence and values, (p. 260)

Hence, in the next section, these issues are introduced briefly as a way of 

contextualising the study described in this Irish thesis. This is prefaced by a snapshot 

of the international research evidencing the potential of A/L to bring about significant 

and sustainable improvements in children’s learning, particularly those at most risk of 

educational under-achievement - the socio-economically disadvantaged and those 

with special educational needs. Reference is made, in this context, to recent Irish 

publications on assessment that leverage this research to guide teachers’ assessment 

practices in the classroom.

Research Evidence on the Efficacy ofAssessment for Learning

The argument in support of A/L as a warranted strategy to effect significant 

change in children’s educational achievement, especially lower-achieving students, 

has been well documented. Five seminal reviews (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Crooks, 

1988; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Natriello, 1987; Nyquist, 2003), which collectively 

synthesized in excess of 4,000 research studies over a forty-year period, reached one 

overarching conclusion: “...when implemented well, formative assessment can 

effectively double the speed of student learning” (Wiliam, 2007, p. 36). More 

specifically, the original Black and Wiliam research review of 1998 attested to typical 

effect sizes of between 0.4 and 0.7 in classes where the use of formative assessment 

was improved, in comparison to classes where it was not used as effectively. In Irish 

terms, an effect size of 0.4 would mean that “...an average pupil taught by a teacher 

using high quality formative assessment would record the same score on the DPRT 

(Drumcondra Primary Reading Test -  my insertion) or MICRA-T (Mary Immaculate
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College Reading Attainment Test -  my insertion) reading tests as another pupil in the 

top 35% whose teacher was not using high quality formative assessment” (O’Leary,

2006, p. 11).

The significance of these gains, notwithstanding, the phrase - “when 

implemented well” - demands critical attention because, as the research also testifies, 

formative assessment is something of a Trojan Horse (Black & Wiliam, 2006); as a 

concept that is “ ...more complex than it might appear at first sight” (York, 2003, p. 

478), it demands changes in classroom practice that are seductive in their apparent 

simplicity but which, research has proven again and again, are deceptively difficult to 

achieve. This is because, if formative assessment is to be implemented well, in 

accordance with the spirit of A/L, then changes of a radical and fundamental sort will 

ensue including, critically, changes in the roles of both teachers and pupils, and the 

manner in which they relate and interact with each other, as they strive to bridge the 

gap between pupils’ existing knowledge and what they are aiming to achieve. To 

bring about changes of this nature, teachers require more than formative assessment 

tools and techniques; they require regular and routine opportunities to engage with 

colleagues in professional development, the process and content elements of which 

are becoming increasingly well understood.

This is the point at which teacher learning communities enter the debate as 

vehicles of professional development with the potential to satisfy, most effectively 

and efficiently, teachers’ ongoing needs for site-based, classroom-focused, reflective 

enquiry with colleagues. As this juncture, there are strong arguments being made that 

they reportedly offer “...the most effective, practical method for changing day-to-day 

classroom practice” (Wiliam, 2008, p.38), with the critical additional attraction of 

being implementable at scale.

The publication, in late 2007, of the long-awaited guidelines on assessment in 

the primary school in Ireland (NCCA, 2007), coupled with the promise of 

professional development opportunities for teachers, reflect a growing appreciation 

both of the potential of A/L to raise standards and the need to support teachers -  not 

just to adopt new strategies and techniques -  but to embrace the challenges and 

opportunities that follow. Significantly, at the launch of the guidelines, reference was
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made to the Revised Primary Curriculum (DES, 1999) handbooks as offering the 

“why” of formative assessment, while the guidelines purportedly provide the “how” 

(Irish Times Newspaper, 2007). It must be said that a publication of this kind has 

been long sought (Eivers et al., 2004; O’Leary, 2006; Sugrue, 2004c) and, in light of 

recent audits of teachers’ assessment literacy appears timely, if not overdue. While it 

is deemed premature to undertake a review of the impact of the guidelines at this 

juncture - because they have been circulated to schools only very recently and hence, 

have not been road-tested to any significant degree - some kind of textual 

deconstruction is warranted. At this point in the thesis, this takes the form of what has 

been described by Codd (1998) as an explicit recognition of the context in which such 

policy documents develop:

Policy document...do not have a single authoritative meaning. They are not 
blueprints for political action, expressing a set of unequivocal intentions. They 
are ideological texts that have been constructed within a historical and 
political context. The task of deconstruction begins with the explicit 
recognition of this context, (p. 244)

It is to a review of the peculiarly Irish situation that the focus now turns, with 

a commitment to revisit the guidelines briefly, and the supporting programme of 

professional development, when examining the import of this study in the final 

chapter.

Teachers* Assessment Literacy

In 2005, the Department of Education and Science (DES) inspectorate and the 

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment in Ireland reported on independent 

evaluations of the implementation of the Revised Primary Curriculum of 1999, 

focusing on English, Mathematics and Visual Arts (DES, 2005a; NCCA, 2005b; 

2005c). In the same year, the DES published a review of the standards of literacy and 

numeracy in disadvantaged schools (DES, 2005c) on foot of a report they had 

commissioned a couple of years previously entitled Reading Literacy in 

Disadvantaged Primary Schools (Eivers et al., 2004). A key finding to emerge from 

these studies was that assessment policy and practice in Irish primary schools require 

significant attention and improvement.



The executive summary, of what has come to be known as the LANDS report 

{Literacy and Numeracy in Disadvantages Schools: Challenges for Teachers and 

Learners) (DES, 2005c), began by acknowledging the particularly challenging 

contexts in which schools designated as disadvantaged work, characterised by higher 

rates of absenteeism, lack of parental involvement and worryingly low rates of 

academic achievement. Although the report stressed the critical need for “...best 

quality planning and optimal teaching practices...” in such schools, the findings 

indicated that a significantly higher number of children had standardised test scores in 

the bottom quintile in literacy and numeracy, compared with children in more affluent 

areas, with in excess of 50% of the children having “...very low scores in reading, 

while almost two-thirds of children were extremely weak in mathematics” (DES, 

2005c, p. 9; p. 57). This raised questions in relation to teaching and learning, 

assessment, learning support and instructional school leadership.

In a chapter devoted to the topic of assessment in literacy and numeracy, the 

report distinguished between whole school and classroom level. approaches and 

acknowledged some aspects of good practice, particularly with regard to the 

assessment of children with special educational needs and learning difficulties. 

However, the overall conclusion reached by the team of inspectors was that, although 

a variety of assessment tools were being employed, assessment policy and practice 

required “ ...significant attention and improvement...” (DES, 2005c, p. 62) because 

the assessment data were not being used effectively to inform teaching and learning.

While one might justifiably argue that these findings were based on a very 

small sample of just eighteen schools and, hence, may not be either representative or 

general isable, they correspond very closely to those of a subsequent study conducted 

by the DES in which the practices of teachers in eighty-six primary schools were 

assessed in relation to their implementation of the revised curricula in English, Visual 

Arts and Mathematics (DES, 2005a). The overlap in findings between these reports 

led to similar recommendations being reached including the need for school 

management bodies and principals to actively encourage and promote high 

expectations of children, backed up by co-ordinated school and class-based planning, 

to ensure that formative assessment would be used to guide and inform improvements 

in teaching and learning. In acknowledgement of the challenges this would present
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for schools, the reports suggested that support should be forthcoming from the DES, 

the NCCA and other school support services to enable schools nationwide “ ... to 

engage further with assessment issues, clarify what should be assessed, and specify 

the assessment tools that can be used” (DES, 2005b, p. 54).

It is noteworthy that the issue of professional development for teachers 

received particular attention in light of teachers’ remarks that they were unaware of 

any courses that would support them in developing their skills in the teaching of 

literacy or numeracy. The conclusion was reached that “ ...there is a need, therefore, 

to plan school-based professional development programmes that would support 

coherent whole-school responses to the particular needs and contexts of each 

school...” (DES, 2005c, p. 62).

Coupled with the reports by the NCCA (2005b; 2005c) and Eivers et al., 

(2004) which again drew similar conclusions, the overall picture is one of a teaching 

force that requires significant, sustained, professional support if it is to come to grips 

with best practice in assessment planning and practice. Furthermore, as reported, the 

lack of assessment literacy is a pervasive problem; it affects schools across the socio

economic divide and not just disadvantaged settings, although, clearly, there is greater 

urgency to address this problem in schools where a disproportionate cohort of the 

attending children consistently exhibit very serious academic difficulties, the full 

extent of which has just recently emerged.

Reading Standards in Disadvantaged Schools

The twin problems of educational disadvantage and low standards in reading 

have been the focus of many Irish studies over recent years (Archer & O’Flaherty, 

1991; Shiel, Cosgrove, Sofroniou, & Kelly, 2001; Weir, 2001). However, a notable 

difficulty with these studies was that they failed, collectively, to provide a description 

of the reading achievements of pupils in a broad range of disadvantaged schools either 

because they focused on extreme cases of disadvantage or too narrow a sample of 

schools. Hence, the commissioning of a study by the DES in June 2002, to obtain 

data from a representative sample of designated disadvantaged schools of the reading 

achievement of children at three class levels: First, Third and Sixth (Eivers et al.,
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2004). Given the unique focus of this study, the findings reported below are derived 

exclusively from it.

Almost 6,500 pupils across 93 designated disadvantaged primary schools 

participated, their reading achievements being assessed using a standardised reading 

test. In the context of this study, the following findings are particularly noteworthy:

• At each of the three grade levels, pupils in the survey were out-performed by 

pupils in a representative national sample who had participated in the 

standardisation of the test in the previous year, the difference being

approximately two-thirds of a standard deviation at each grade level;

• The percentages of pupils who achieved scores at, or below, the 10th percentile 

were considerably higher than at time of standardisation, with 27% of First 

and Sixth Class pupils, and 30% of pupils in Third Class, achieving scores at, 

or below, the 10th percentile (compared to 10% at each class level in the 

standardisation sample);

• Assuming the 10th percentile to be the cut off point for identifying pupils in 

need of learning support, between a quarter and three-tenths of pupils 

surveyed would qualify for additional help;

• Fewer that 5% of pupils at any of the three grades achieved scores at, or

above, the 90th percentile.

This is a veiy significant and lengthy report, the contents of which deserve 

much closer scrutiny than is being afforded here, not least because it also gave 

consideration to the status of assessment literacy in the schools surveyed. A number 

of important observations were made. First, the practice of curriculum-based 

assessment, including documenting pupil learning outcomes, seemed to be indicative 

of practices in learning support and special education contexts, rather than in ordinary 

classrooms. In response, the authors noted that it is “...perhaps regrettable in this 

context that the implementation of the 1999 Primary Schools Curriculum has not been 

supported to date by a stronger emphasis on, and in-career development in, the use of 

classroom-based assessments to enhance pupil learning” (Eivers et al., 2004, p. 16).



It was also remarked that although summative assessments featured in 

ordinary classroom practice, other forms of assessment were less common, with 

almost 75% of teachers indicating that they had never used curriculum profiles. 

Perhaps most worryingly, the majority of class teachers surveyed indicated that they 

did not view increasing time spent on pupil assessment as a priority, with the authors 

drawing the conclusion that “ ...this may be because the value of formative assessment 

has rot been sufficiently highlighted in Ireland” (Eivers et al., 2004, p. 168).

Given the findings, it was estimated that it would take a minimum of ten years 

to effect a substantial change in reading standards amongst this population of 

children, the target being “... to halve (to 14-15%) the proportion of pupils at or 

below the 10th percentile in designated schools...” within 10 years (Eivers et al., 

2004, p. 168).

Classroom Privacy and Challenges to Instructional Leadership

One of the major obstacles to be overcome in trying to improve children’s 

learning - in Ireland as in many other countries - is that what goes on inside the 

classroom is largely unknown; hence the “black box” analogy (Black & Wiliam, 

1998). While this is always a controversial issue, it becomes a crucial one when faced 

with educational under-achievement of the scale and severity of that reported in the 

previous section. Conway (2002) articulates the problem well:

The moment-to-moment transactions between students, teachers and 
curriculum have received insufficient attention in various efforts to address 
educational disadvantage. In sum, conflict and debate about pedagogical and 
curricular concerns (i.e. what is taught, how and why it is taught and its 
impact) remains marginal in both educational research and debates on 
educational disadvantage, (p. 63)

Much has been written about classroom privacy. In this context, some 

researchers have provided evidence that teachers in disadvantaged schools 

demonstrate low expectations of children - for example, in the nature and range of 

academic tasks set - as a consequence of which children experience less challenging 

learning environments than their more advantaged peers, culminating in reduced
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educational achievement (Oakes & Lipton, 1999; Shiel et al., 1996). Other 

researchers argue that school leaders tend to protect teachers from being subjected to 

external scrutiny in the event that there is any perceived weakness in practice at the 

classroom level. Richard Elmore (2000), who has written extensively on this theme, 

makes two critical arguments, the first in relation to what he terms the “technical 

core” of education:

...Detailed decisions about what should be taught at any given time, how it 
should be taught, what students should be expected to learn at any given 
time...and perhaps most importantly, how their learning should be evaluated - 
resides in individual classrooms, not in the organizations that surround them. 
(Elmore, 2000, pp. 5-6)

Second, he asserts that if the “technical core” is perceived to be weak, the 

primary function of the administrative layer of the system - including principals and 

boards of management - becomes one of intentionally buffering this weak internal 

core from outside inspection; as a consequence, educational leadership becomes “... 

not the management of instruction but the management of the structures and processes 

around instruction” (Elmore, 2000, p. 6). Recent comments in the Irish context seem 

to suggest that this practice might not be uncommon here:

...Whenever even veiled criticism of teachers and teaching is advanced, it is 
accompanied by ritual condemnation of structural inadequacies such as school 
architecture, lack of equipment and resources, as well as inadequate provision 
for professional development. (Sugrue, 2005c, p. 187)

As a consequence, the ‘black box’ of teaching and learning remains 

unexamined, school leaders’ efforts are directed away from the core function of 

instructional leadership and, ipso facto, children’s achievement. Moreover, teachers’ 

professional needs and concerns remain backgrounded - unheard and unresolved.

Teacher Professional Development

It is worth remembering that the studies reported so far came on foot of the 

introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum (DES, 1999), which advocated 

strongly the use of formative assessment, coupled with a prolonged and extensive 

programme of professional development to support curriculum implementation. Yet,
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the assessment challenges, as outlined, do not appear to have changed substantially 

from those reported previously by Hall and Kavanagh (2002) who found that 

“ ...much of the assessment conducted...” appeared to be intuitive and 

impressionistic rather than systematic and detailed...” resided “ ... in the teachers’ 

heads...” (p. 266), and, therefore, was not grounded in evidence that could be easily 

shared with others, including parents and children.

This raises concerns about policy messages - their clarity and impact - which 

are signalled in the next section. However, perhaps more importantly, it raises 

questions about the nature and quality of the programme of professional development 

that was offered in an effort to bring about changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills, 

attitudes and practices.

In 2005, following a review of the range of measures and programmes of 

support to tackle disadvantage over the previous two decades, the DES introduced the 

DEIS programme, Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools, a new action plan to 

“...build on the success of existing measures for tackling educational disadvantage, 

while identifying and effectively addressing the issues that reduced their overall 

effectiveness in the past” (DES, 2005d, p. 2). Laying out their programme of work, 

they made a strong case for replacing “...the traditional off-site “training course” 

model (of professional development -  my insertion) . , .” with a model that would be 

based “ ...in school and classroom settings... where opportunities (would be -  my 

insertion) provided for teachers to be actively involved in the analysis of teaching and 

learning...” (DES, 2005d, p. 61). This represented a significant departure in DES 

policy given that so much of the professional support offered by the Primary 

Curriculum Support Programme (PCSP) - the function of which was “...to mediate 

the Primary School Curriculum for teachers towards enabling them to implement it in 

their schools...” (PCSP, 2008) was that of the rejected model. Indeed, a recently 

commissioned review of the national programme of professional development offered 

to Irish primary teachers, in support of their implementation of the Revised 

Curriculum (DES, 1999) by the PCSP, questioned the logic of replicating “...the same 

seminar hundreds or even thousands of times with small groups of participants...” in 

the context that while “ ...the financial, material and personnel costs of this approach
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are obvious; the observable benefits are less clear” (Murchan, Johnson, Loxley, & 

Fitzgerald, 2006, p. 24).

It is significant in this context that an over-arching conclusion drawn from a 

recent all-Ireland conference entitled Teacher Education and Schools: Together 

Towards Improvement (SCoTENS, 2006) was that “ ...most of the problems... with 

regard to professional development activities in OECD countries derive from their 

fragmented nature, their tendency to be unrelated to classroom practice, and the lack 

of intensity and follow up” (p. 7). In attempting to address these weaknesses, they 

urged that future policy developments in Ireland should attend to four issues:

• The need to ensure that incentives are provided for all teachers to encourage 

their participation in professional development, to include a combination of 

entitlement-based professional support, incentives-associated promotional 

opportunities at the individual level, and school development activities for all 

staff;

• The development of coherence and consistency between individual teachers’ 

needs and school development priorities;

© The provision of opportunities for schools to develop as professional learning 

organisations characterised by routine reflection and peer-review;

• The requirement for more coherent frameworks to document and certify 

teachers’ engagement in professional development coupled with the possibility 

of broadening the range of activities available to include “ ...peer review and 

action research, mutual school visits, and the development of teacher and 

school networks -  activities that in order to be successful require sufficient 

time and resources” (SCoTENS, 2006, p. 8).

Policy; Implementation and Politics

McLaughlin (2006) makes the interesting point that “ ...how a policy problem 

is framed - what a policy concern is assumed to be a “problem o f’ - arguably is the 

most important decision taken as a policy is developed...” (p. 3). Her observation 

was particularly important in the context of this study because the focus, design and
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scope of this research reflected a particular interpretation of the challenges facing 

Irish education currently, and Irish assessment and professional development policies, 

in particular. This interpretation was influenced both by the nature and urgency of the 

issues discussed thus far, as well as by the broader contextual issues that underpin 

them. While it is clearly beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss these broader 

issues in any depth, flagging them affords a greater understanding of the importance 

and timeliness of the research study undertaken. Hence, four final issues are raised.

First, the argument has been made that the 1991 ÒECD report, Review of 

National Policies for Education: Ireland, had a catalytic effect on Irish educational 

discourse, spawning an era of unprecedented debate, analysis and policy development 

(Clancy, 2005; Coolahan, 2003). However, it has also been argued that any 

groundswell of collective reflection on the shaping of educational debate, the process 

of policy decision-making or the task of policy-analysis itself has been conspicuously 

absent during this period (Hall, 2002; Looney, 2001; O’Sullivan, 1992; Walsh, 1997). 

Hence the comments that “ ...despite unprecedented. change... there has been 

relatively little discussion about primary schooling, its goals and pedagogies” 

(Sugrue, 2004c, p. 168), as a consequence of which, “ ...the broad sweep of 

curriculum policy (in Ireland -  my insertion) remains under-analysed and... under

theorised” (Looney, 2001, p. 2).

Second, against a backdrop of performativity (Lyotard, 1984), “high-stakes, 

standardized, test-based reform” (Thompson, 2001, p. 361) and the “re-regulation” of 

education (Ball, 2003) - manifest particularly in the US and the UK - one might 

anticipate that the assessment-related challenges facing Ireland currently would be 

similar in nature. However, research specific to Irish assessment, though limited, 

does not necessarily support this view. What has been suggested is that assessment 

policy at primary level is characterised by epistemological confusion in policy text 

(Hall, 2000, with reference primarily to A Programme for Reform: curriculum and 

assessment policy towards the new century, NCCA, 1993). This is coupled with a 

tendency to be “ ...stronger on progressive sentiment and much more vague on what 

this would look like in practice” (Sugrue, 2004c, p. 197, with reference to the Revised 

Primary Curriculum, DES, 1999). In the context of the former, the conclusion was 

reached that:
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...Policy reports since the 1990s have assumed that there is an automatic and 
simple link between diagnostic assessment and the capacity to promote 
learning. They have assumed that since teachers are already engaged in 
teacher assessment for formative purposes, through such informal means as 
observations, teacher-set tasks, classroom interaction and the like, they are 
doing it well, and therefore, further guidance is unnecessary. (Hall & 
Kavanagh, 2002, p. 262)

Third, in sharp contrast to other jurisdictions, teachers in Ireland exercise 

considerable influence on educational policy debates. Indeed, the fact that it took 

almost fourteen years to move from a position where “ ... an extensive use of 

attainment tests...” was deemed “inappropriate ...and... especially prejudicial to the 

needs of disadvantaged pupils” (Primary Curriculum Review Body, 1990, pp. 80-81) 

to the announcement by the DES of “ ...a controversial and unexpected proposal to 

introduce standardised testing in literacy and numeracy for all in compulsory 

education” (Looney, 2006, p. 351), suggests that, traditionally, there has been a clear 

preference to induce rather than mandate reform (McDonnell & Elmore, 1987; Stone, 

2002). In the context of the partnership approach to Irish decision-making, this is not 

altogether surprising. Clancy’s comments (2005) are illuminating in this context, in 

particular his observations that:

...Irish teacher unions (and other special interest groups such as managerial 
bodies) enjoy a virtual veto on the formulation of educational policy/... One 
of the implications of involvement in statutory bodies such as the NCCA and 
investigative bodies such as thé Primary Education Review Body is that it 
serves to prevent certain issues getting on the policy agenda and circumscribes 
the range of solutions which are considered, (p. 92)

This commentary links to the fourth, and final, point to be raised in this 

section, the fact that - since the early 1990s and arguable to the present day - “ ...the 

evidence suggests that teachers have consolidated their “domination” of the field of 

curriculum development and increasingly also, their position in the allied field of 

professional learning” (Sugrue, 2004c, p. 195). This observation is supported by the 

fact that, as members of the curriculum working parties of the NCCA, teachers co

authored the Revised Primary Curriculum (DES, 1999) and, subsequently, were 

largely responsible for the delivery of a programme of nation-wide professional 

development to guide their teaching colleagues in implementing the curriculum as 

intended.
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Conclusion to Section

This potted review of some of the key principles of AJL and teacher learning 

communities, in tandem with the broad sweep commentary on the current Irish 

context, was intended to situate the study for the reader. The key issues raised in the 

previous sections may be summarised as follows: (i) research on AJL has provided 

quantitative data to suggest that it improves children’s achievements and is 

particularly beneficial for weak children; (ii) in Ireland, as in other jurisdictions, 

teachers engage in assessment practices routinely, however, they do so with varying 

degrees of skill and success, with assessment of, rather than for, learning tending to be 

emphasised; (iii) many children in Ireland are continuing to experience serious 

literacy and numeracy difficulties, particularly children attending disadvantaged 

schools, despite years of intensive investment; (iv) although the elements of A/L 

associated with improving children’s learning are known, in Ireland currently, 

teachers are neither sufficiently assessment literate, nor is there adequate knowledge 

of existing classroom life, to exploit this pedagogy with success; (v) in general, 

approaches to professional development in Ireland seem to have been at odds with 

what is recommended internationally, being largely removed from the school context, 

irregular and discontinuous; hence, the need to test-case an alternative regime which 

is context-based and scalable; (vi) Irish assessment policy lacks a robust 

epistemological foundation that manifests in a critical under-estimation of the 

challenges to be met in implementing formative assessment effectively; this is 

exacerbated by -  if not in part the result of -  a system of policy development and 

implementation roll-out in which teachers exercise enormous influence, with mixed 

results.

Study Scope, Focus and Interpretation of the Problem

As signalled earlier, the previous section was also intended to distinguish 

between issues of primary and secondary interest to this thesis, thereby defining the 

scope of this work, while also setting some boundaries. So, to begin with some 

boundaries: this study was not about policy formation, interpretation or 

implementation; it did not seek to address, per se, reading pedagogies, the nature and 

quality of education afforded children from socio-economically disadvantaged areas,
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or any attenuating links to low literacy standards in schools designated disadvantaged, 

although it did fully acknowledge the powerful mitigating influence of these issues. 

Rather, this study foregrounded two issues - AJL and teacher professional 

development - and sought to investigate if a one-year, intervention project, based in a 

designated disadvantaged, junior school, could effect changes in teachers' assessment 

literacy to the extent that it would have a positive impact on children’s reading 

achievement. A . more elaborate articulation of the problem and linked research 

questions follows the literature review.

This statement of the problem reflects the researcher’s interpretation of the 

challenges presenting as being - first and foremost - an absence of research 

knowledge in the Irish context. For although AJL has been road-tested, with varying 

degrees of success in other countries, to-date, there has been no intervention in Ireland 

of the scope and scale of that undertaken by this research. Nor has there been any 

comparable study that tested the potential of a teacher learning community to support 

teachers’ incremental learning in A/L, to the benefit of children’s learning, especially 

in disadvantaged schools. Given the bodies of research evidence attesting to the 

nature and degree of underachievement amongst children in disadvantaged schools on 

the one hand, and the potential of the effective use of A/L to bring about significant 

improvements in children’s learning, particularly the traditional Mow-achievers’, on 

the other, one might even argue that a study of this kind carries a moral imperative.

Organisation of the Thesis

This introduction constitutes the first of five chapters. Chapter 2 focuses on 

literature and previous research in the areas of Assessment for  Learning, professional 

development for teachers and emerging paradigms of learning and cognition. The 

chapter engages Maxwell’s conceptualisation (2005b) of a literature review as an 

integral element of the research design and conceptual framework of a thesis, rather 

than as the basis or starting block from which a thesis progresses. Hence, rather than 

attempting an exhaustive review of the literature, the chapter attempts to draw 

selectively and judiciously from key research to highlight the distinction between the
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process and content elements of A/L, thereby informing the research questions raised 

in this chapter.

This is followed, in Chapter 3, by a detailed exposition of the methodology 

employed in undertaking this study. With reference to current debates about the 

applicability of qualitative and quantitative research to research in the social sciences, 

the chapter begins by mapping three research paradigms and their associated 

theoretical frameworks, by way of introduction to the conceptual framework of this 

study. The chapter progresses to discuss the mixed methods study design, including 

the methodological instruments employed at each stage. It concludes by outlining the 

ethical issues raised by the study and how these were addressed.

Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the findings from the quantitative and 

qualitative data and uses this information to test, in turn, each of the hypotheses of the 

study with reference, as appropriate, to previous findings of comparative research.

The: final chapter offers a critical review of the study, its findings and its 

implications, in the light of previous research and literature, and policy and 

implementation concerns specific to the Irish system at this time. The thesis 

concludes by acknowledging the potential strengths and weaknesses of the work 

undertaken and the opportunities for future research that may emerge as a 

consequence. In particular, the traditional barriers to learning such as the professional 

isolation of “egg-crate” schools (Lortie, 1975) and the associated “balkanisation” 

which can ensue (Hargreaves, 1992) are foregrounded using boundary crossing as a 

metaphor for understanding the potential of a TLC and video as an artefact to mediate 

teachers’ experience of implementing A/L in their classrooms and beyond.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction

In the context of the interpretation of the research problem - and in light of the 

research questions generated - this chapter focuses on literature and previous research 

initiatives relating to Assessment for Learning and continuing professional 

development (CPD) for teachers, with reference also to emerging paradigms of 

learning and cognition. Recent exchanges between Boote and Beile (2005; 2006) and 

Maxwell (2006) highlighted a significant divergence of opinion within the educational 

research community regarding the proposed form and function of literature reviews. 

As noted:

This division is between faculty who expect a thorough review of the research 
literature in the area of a dissertation (the traditional view), and those who 
want a selective review of the literature that relates directly to what the student 
plans to do, showing these works’ implications for the proposed study.... 
(Maxwell, 2006, p. 30)

Rejecting, what he interpreted as, Boote and Beile’s (2005) advocacy of a 

traditional, foundationalist approach, and a literature review conceived as the basis or 

starting block for a thesis, Maxwell (2006) proposed that what a doctoral study 

requires is a conceptual framework that develops from traditional lines of inquiry, but 

serves a very different purpose:

Examining, assessing, and connecting published research is an important 
source for this conceptual framework, but the goal is an integrated set of 
theoretical concepts and empirical findings, a model of the phenomena they 
are studying that informs and supports the research, rather than a review of a 
body of literature, (p. 30)

In keeping with Maxwell’s (2006) interpretation, this chapter does not purport 

to oifer an exhaustive review of literature; rather it attempts to draw, selectively and 

judiciously, from key literature and research, in order to highlight some of the more 

significant debates that have characterised international discussions on the core
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themes of A^L, CPD, learning theory and cognition, in recent years. The chapter 

concludes by presenting a conceptual framework that acts as a bridge between the 

research problem identified, the literature reviewed and the research study undertaken.

Organisation of the Chapter

The chapter is in two parts; part one considers the issue of teacher professional 

development in the context of the changing paradigms of learning. Part two 

introduces A/L and teacher learning communities as approaches that, amongst others, 

are increasingly promoted as offering the greatest potential to meet the content and 

process needs of educational reform, leading to increased student achievement. The 

decision to begin this review with reference to professional development was taken 

because it offers an opportunity to signpost some of the bigger themes that shaped and 

contextualised this thesis including, critically, the relatively recent realisation within 

the research community that it is within, rather than between, school factors that 

significantly determine student achievement, i.e. it is the teacher that counts (Darling- 

Hammond, 2000; Hattie, 2005). The decision to place the discussion of A/L and 

teacher learning communities in the second part of this chapter can be interpreted as 

an acknowledgement that, while these are currently ‘hot topics’ in the research 

literature, they are not the only approaches offering potential for school reform and 

increased student achievement, a point readily acknowledged by some of the most 

vociferous advocates of these approaches (e.g. Black & Wiliam, 2006; Wiliam, 2008).

Literature Review: Part 1 - Teacher Professional Development

Teacher development has been defined as “ ...the professional growth a 

teacher achieves as a result of gaining increased experience and examining his or her 

teaching systematically” (Glatthom, 1995, p. 4). While it is acknowledged that 

professional development programmes vary in terms of process and content (Reeves, 

McCall, & MacGilchrist, 2001; Wilson & Beme, 1999), it is argued that most share 

the common purpose of effecting changes in the “...professional practices, beliefs, 

and understandings of school persons toward an articulated end” (Griffin, 1983, p. 2), 

the most obvious end being the improvement of student learning (Guskey, 2002, p. 

381). There is a problem, however: some commentators suggest that teacher
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professional development may have failed to deliver (Borko, 2004; Elmore, 2004; 

Fullan, 2006; Wiliam & Thompson, 2007). Reflecting on his review of the field, 

Fullan (2006) observed recently:

Even reform efforts that had millions of dollars and political will behind them, 
along with focusing on many of the right strategies (standards, assessment 
aligned with standards, curriculum revision, plenty of professional 
development for teachers and principals and even professional learning 
communities) have failed to make much of an impact on the classroom.... 
What is going on here? We finally get jurisdiction to take the reform literature 
seriously and we still get halting reform efforts, (p. 11)

These remarks belie expectations and beliefs commonly expressed in the 

literature about the centrality of teacher CPD for school improvement; the argument, 

as presented, may be framed as follows. The success of school improvement and 

reform initiatives hinge, to a large degree, on the qualifications and effectiveness of 

teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988) because “...the single 

most important variable in the amount of progress that a student makes at school is the 

quality of the teacher...” (Hattie, 2005, p. 14). The best way to increase teacher 

effectiveness in the classroom is through regular, high quality, professional 

development (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 1998; Killion, 1999). However, despite a 

range of professional development models and approaches (Guskey, 2000; 2002), 

traditionally, the professional development available to teachers has been “woefully 

inadequate” (Borko, 2004, p. 3) and “...flew in the face of what the research says 

about what makes for effective professional development” (Wiliam, 2007, p. 4). 

Contemporary developments in learning theory demand a reconceptualisation of the 

role of the teacher as an active learner, and the professional development designer as 

facilitator and enabler of a socially-interactive environment, roles that are new and 

challenging (Putnam & Borko, 2000; Shepard, 2000). Hence, as Borko (2004) argues, 

“...we have a full research agenda ahead of us to gather information to guide 

professional development policy and practice” (p. 3).

In the sections that follow, each of the elements of this argument is unpacked 

in turn. Beginning with an outline of the shift in focus from school improvement and 

school effectiveness to teacher improvement and effectiveness, the argument leads to 

an examination of the findings of a number of reviews of relevant research literature.
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In this way, the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead, with regard to the design 

and implementation of an efficient and effective system of CPD for teachers, are 

highlighted.

Factors Influencing Student Achievement: The Role of the Teacher

Conceptualisations of educational change, school improvement and the role of 

the teacher have been co-evolving, propelled, at least in part, by advances in 

technology that have empowered researchers to examine hierarchical, or nested, data 

structures, including those relating to school effectiveness and improvement, with 

great efficiency and reliability. In turn, the analysis of disaggregated and longitudinal . 

school databases have yielded crucial information -  not just in relation to between- 

school effects - but, more critically, in relation to the value-added element of 

schooling, attributable to individual teacher’s efforts, within schools, as shown in 

Figure 1.

Figure 1.

Factors Influencing Student Achievement (Adapted from Hattie, 2005)

By decomposing the major sources of variance on student achievement -  such 

as school leadership, school climate and culture, teachers, home and student’ 

attributes - researchers have uncovered a number of notable patterns. Critical among 

them is the finding that variability in student achievement is “ ...far greater between 

classes within a school than between schools” (Hattie, 2005, p. 15), thereby replacing 

the school with the teacher as the fulcrum of educational achievement, and shifting 

the focus from school improvement to teacher improvement, and, ipso facto, creating 

a demand for effective teacher professional development.
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The Current Status o f  Teacher Professional Development

The last fifteen to twenty years have witnessed significant change in the way 

professional development of teaichers is conceptualized, with one of the most 

significant changes being a shift from a technical “menu” approach, including 

singular-session workshops, activities and techniques that focus on generic skill 

development, to an espousal of the principles of lifelong learning (Sugrue, Morgan, 

Devine, & Raftery, 2001). Moreover, this is reflected in a change in terminology 

from talk of ‘in-service’ education to continuing professional development; Hogan 

and Smith (2006) present the case well:

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for teachers, as for other 
occupations, is increasingly placed in the context of lifelong learning by the 
international literature on social policy (e.g. OECD) and by the literature of 
educational research. On the one hand, or at one end of the spectrum, CPD 
could be viewed as a series of incremental ‘upskilling’ activities, tailored to 
the emergent requirements of educational systems, and carried out at intervals 
over the duration of a career in teaching. By contrast, it could mean 
something more visionary, holding more fruitful promise: an unprecedented 
enrichment of the daily environments of teaching and learning in schools and 
colleges, sustained through networks in which teachers are actively involved, 
(p. 79)

In an attempt to capture more clearly the key elements that might constitute 

this revisioned model of CPD, Putnam and Borko (1997) undertook an in-depth 

review of what was being advocated by writers in the field of teacher professional 

development; four common themes emerged:

• An emphasis on the social-constructivist nature of teachers’ learning;

• A commitment to a situative perspective aimed at exploiting the various 

school contexts in which teachers routinely engage to encourage colleagues to 

review and debate their practices in order to increasingly develop their 

understanding and knowledge of, and about, teaching;

• An acknowledgement of the need to demonstrate respect for teachers as 

professionals towards their increased empowerment;



• A recognition of the importance of modelling the design and delivery of 

professional development so that it reflects what the teachers are asked to 

create in their own classrooms, with their own students.

These “mantras” or “truisms”, as Putnam and Borko (1997) refer to them, fit 

with many of the theories of professional development being espoused in the 

literature, such as Ball and Cohen’s (1999) "practicebased" theory of professional 

development, for example. According to this theory, professional learning for 

teachers should emphasize long-term, active engagement, connections between 

teachers’ work and their own students' learning, and opportunities to practice and 

apply what students learn in a real-world context. The emphasis is on a continuous 

cycle of exploration of new issues and problems, creating cognitive dissonance 

between existing practices and beliefs and emerging theories of learning, engaging in 

collaborative discussions, constructing new understanding and improving professional 

practice. The importance of developing and sustaining conversations and activities, 

which encourage a critical and investigative stance towards teaching and learning, is a 

recurring theme in the literature (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Darling-Hammond & 

McLaughlin, 1995; Little, 1993; Loucks-Horsley & Stiegelbauer, 1991), as is the 

belief in the potential of learning environments for teachers that are more 

collaborative and ‘centred in practice’ (Little, 1993; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a; 

1999b), both of which reflect an evolving understanding of the socio-constructivist 

nature of learning.

Factors Mediating the Influence of Teacher Professional Development

The current body of research on the relationship beween professional 

development, teachers' instructional practices and student achievement is limited 

(Darling-Hammond, 2000). As observed by Loucks-Horsley and Matsumoto (1999), 

to-date, the majority of research on professional development has focused primarily 

on examining changes in instructional practices, teachers’ knowledge and teachers' 

beliefs - variables that are very important - but which may be only indirectly linked to 

student achievement. Furthermore, the fact that this literature is “ ...largely self- 

referential to the perspectives of the adults and not to the benefits for children...”
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suggests to some that “ ...in the interests of both children and their teachers, there 

needs to be far more attention to the nature and the outcomes for both teachers and 

students of professional development, and the links between these (Wiliam, 2006, p. 

360).

As a consequence, notwithstanding the difficulties and expense involved in 

undertaking research on the specific relationship between professional development 

and student achievement, repeated calls are emerging for research linking CPD with 

tangible improvements in student learning. Such calls find voice in the ‘process- 

producf association of increased teacher effectiveness and student achievement 

(Adey, 1995). Timperley and Alton-Lee (2008) articulate this view very forcibly 

when they state:

The outcomes-liriked evidence about effective professional learning poses 
challenges to researchers and teacher education scholars in relation to the 
approach to be taken both to knowledge building in this field and to providing 

-professional development. It is timely to reflect on the moral purpose of 
education and teacher knowledge. If we accept that our schooling systems are 
ultimately in the business of educating students, not teachers..., then we must 
use (student -  my insertion) outcomes as the criteria for effectiveness of our 
various improvement efforts, (p. 360)

The linearity of this argument, as expressed, is not uncontroversial however. 

In a salutary note, other researchers refer to the ‘dilution’ effect of professional 

development, the idea that what a teacher actually does - his or her practice - is but 

one of a host of interrelated factors that influence children’s learning. Smith and 

Gillespie (2007) make the case well:

Teachers do not exist in a void; they are individuals with different 
backgrounds and ambitions who work in varied school and system contexts. 
In the same way as student achievement is affected by factors other than the 
instruction they receive (including socioeconomic status, race, and class size), 
teacher change is also affected by individual and school factors that influence 
how they improve instruction. Although the teacher is always the link 
between professional development and student achievement... the actual 
impact of the professional development is diluted by all the other factors that 
support or hinder teachers from making change.... (pp. 225-226)



Assuming the position that the process of professional development does not 

always .result in the product of student achievement, Smith and Gillespie (2007) 

introduced three frameworks for evaluating the factors that mediate the influence of 

professional development on teacher change and, potentially, student achievement; for 

ease of analysis and comparison, the key elements of each framework are presented in 

Table 1. This model is intended to simplify those of Guskey and Sparks (1996) and 

Ottoson (1997) and the extent to which this is achieved is not at issue here. What is 

important, however, is the extent to which their framework spotlights teacher-specific 

factors that serve to mediate change.

Table 1.
Factors Mediating the Influence & Application of Professional Development

G uskey 
& Sparks 

(1996)

Factors that mediate the influence o f  CPD:

> Content characteristics
>  Process variables
^  Context characteristics

Ottoson
(1997)

Factors that affect the anviication o f  what is learned through CPD:

> Educational Factors
>  Innovation
> Pre-dispositional factors 

■ > Enabling factors
>  Reinforcing factors

Smith 
& Gillespie 

(2007)

Factors that mediate the influence o f  CPD:

> Individual teacher factors:
>  Teacher motivation for professional development
>  Teacher concerns
>  Teacher self-efficacy
>  Teacher cognitive styles or “ways o f knowing”
>  Teacher reflectiveness
>  Teacher formal education and years o f experience

>  School, programme and system factors:
>  Leadership
>  Coherence between professional development topic and school reform
>  Colleagiality within the school

Detailed analysis of the factors identified within the three frameworks is not 

offered at this point because they are unpacked in the context of a review in the next
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section of four models of teacher change that demonstrate how these mediating 

factors have variously influenced CPD models, their conceptualisations and design.

Some twenty years ago, Stein and Wang (1988) observed that:

Despite the fact that conventional wisdom and research data have pointed to 
teachers and teacher training as key ingredients of school improvement, data 
on teacher characteristics associated with implementing innovative programs 
is sparse. Particularly lacking is information on the motivational factors 
undergirding change efforts, including how and why innovative programs are 
adopted and maintained by teachers, (p. 171)

As a review of some of the current models of teacher change in the next 

section suggests, in the intervening period since 1988, a number of researchers have 

given serious consideration to the issues raised here by Stein and Wang.

Models of Teacher Change

Guskey (2002) argued that, although the failure of programmes of professional 

development may be attributed to a range of factors, two are crucial: the motivating 

factors that encourage and sustain teachers’ involvement and the process by which 

change in teachers typically occurs:

The crucial point is that it is not the professional development per se, but the 
experience of successful implementation that changes teachers’ attitudes and 
beliefs. They believe it works because they have seen it work, and that 
experience shapes their attitudes and beliefs. Thus, according to the model, 
the key element in significant change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs is clear 
evidence of improvement in the learning outcomes of their students, (pp. 383- 
384)

In line with this thinking, a number of change models have been developed in 

recent years, four of which are outlined here. The selection of models for review was 

dictated by the fact that, collectively, they offer a range of insights into various 

interpretations of teacher change. Additionally, they serve to introduce issues in 

relation to efficacy, attribution and motivation, factors that have significant import for 

students’ learning, as will be discussed in the second part of this chapter.
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A Four-Step Model o f  Teacher Change

Guskey (2002) developed a four-step model of teacher change that proposed 

an alternative change sequence to that typically employed. Based on the belief that 

change in student learning acts as a catalyst and motivator for change in teachers’ 

beliefs and attitudes, rather than being a product of such change, Guskey (2002) 

devised the following model of teacher change.

Figure 2.

A Model of Teacher Change (Guskey, 2002)

Guskey’s (2002) model draws attention to the importance to teachers of 

evidence that the changes they are making, on foot of professional development, 

really benefit students’ learning. Hence, he argues, practices that yield results are 

maintained and those that do not are abandoned. However, Guskey (2002) also 

acknowledges that change is not easy and he highlights three important principles 

when trying to implement change. First, there needs to be an explicit 

acknowledgement that change is demanding and takes place over time; successful 

implementation, then, is not an event; it is a process. Second, routine feedback on 

student achievement supports and motivates teachers’ on-going engagement. Third, 

ongoing pressure must be coupled with on-going support; both are vital.

The Interconnected Model

While elements of this model have been influential - notably the emphasis 

placed on the need for teachers to adapt classroom practices in light of professional 

development - the linearity of Guskey’s interpretation of change has prompted some 

adaptations by other researchers, including Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002). The
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Interconnected Model o f Professional Practice builds on the previous model by 

retaining the four elements of change, albeit using different terminology; however, it 

replaces the linearity of Guskey’s (2002) model with an emphasis on change 

occurring between four domains: the external domain, that lies outside the teacher’s 

personal world and the practice, consequences and personal domains, respectively, as 

depicted in Figure 3.

External Domain
The Change 
Environment

Personal Domain

External Source of 
Information or Stimulus

Enactment

Reflection

Domain o f Practice

Domain o f Consequence

Figure 3.
The Interconnected Model of Professional Practice (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002)

Critically, Clarke and Hollingsworth’s (2002) model emphasises that the 

sequence of change is non-linear; it can occur in any one of the four domains as 

determined by the nature of change that takes place. Hence, changes in teachers’ 

knowledge, beliefs and attitudes occur within the personal domain, whereas, 

classroom implementation change is located in the domain of practice. According to 

this model, inter-domain change is mediated through the processes of teacher 

“reflection” and “enactment”, with the term “enactment” being used to “...distinguish 

the translation of a belief or a pedagogical model into action from simply “acting”, on 

the grounds that acting occurs in the domain of practice, and each action represents 

the enactment of something a teacher knows, believes or has experienced” (Clarke & 

Hollingsworth, 2002, p. 951).
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Significantly, a change model developed some fifteen years previously, 

emphasised what Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002) later called the personal domain, 

and, specifically, the role played by teachers’ concerns, or more crucially the support 

offered in response to the concerns identified, in determining the success of an 

innovation.

The Concerns-Based Adoption Model

The Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM) was designed originally by 

Hall and Ford (1987) as an instrument to evaluate the role of school leadership in the 

change process and as a guide to teachers' concerns about new innovations. Arguing 

that change naturally causes a person to question and express concerns, Hall and Ford 

(1987) proposed a model that represents the kinds of concerns that are most often 

expressed during the course of an intervention. Defining teachers’ concerns as ”... the 

feelings, thoughts and reactions individuals have about a new program or innovation 

that touches their lives", they argued that:

...Being concerned about change is universal, even though the nature of the 
concerns varies from person to person. Concerns exert a powerful influence 
on the implementation of a change, and they determine the kinds of assistance 
that teachers find useful. (Hall & Ford, 1987, p. 30)

The CBAM categorises teachers' concerns in seven stages under three 

dimensions that are distinct, but not necessarily mutually exclusive, i.e. individuals 

may have to negotiate more than one stage within a dimension at any given time.

Table 2.

The CBAM- Dimensions and Key Stages (Hall & Ford\ 1987)

Â i^ D im ëh sib Â v i::ip i% || p S #  D irip isiph-2;^Ss^
ê m m r & m ^ ï m s ê M

1 mensi on >3
h i v ^ ^ I m p a c t  C oncerns** ll-îiî

- Stages -
> Awareness
> Informational
> Personal

> Management > Consequence
> Collaboration
> Refocusing
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According to the framework, as teachers progress through intervention 

initiatives, their concerns change from initial preoccupation with themselves 

(Awareness, Information, Personal), through task related issues (Management), to 

issues relating to the impact of the innovation on children (Conséquence, 

Collaboration, Refocusing). This is reflected in changes in the nature of the questions 

they raise. In turn, while variations in the rate and nature of individuals’ progression 

are to be expected, research shows that progress is directly attributable to the 

"...pattern and intensity of change... that is directly affected by the nature of the 

change and the kind and, especially, the amount of support provided” (Hall & Ford, 

1987, p. 32). Traditionally, the CBAM has enjoyed success within the schools change 

movement as an instrument that could be used variously as a diagnostic and/or 

evaluative instrument for facilitating change. More recently however, the CBAM has 

been incorporated into the Efficacy-Based Change Model (EBCM). As conceived by 

McKinney, Sexton, & Meyerson (1999), this provides a more inclusive framework of 

the change process, indicating the implementation of change over time, the internal 

processes of the participants and the common and idiosyncratic aspects of change;, 

hence, it is considered in detail here.

The Efficacy-Based Change Model

According to the EBCM, the genesis of people's concerns lies in their self

beliefs or self-efficacy that, in turn, is derived from the attribution process. Taken in 

concert, the components of concerns, efficacy and attribution contribute to the 

initiation, implementation and refinement stages of an innovation, as shown in Figure 

4 overleaf.
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Increased
Self-Efficacy

Influencing

Factors

Influencing
Factors

REFINEMENT

►I IMPLEMENTATION

INITIATION

Impact-Concerns

Task-Concerns

Self-Concerns

Figure 4.
The Efficacy-Based Change Model (Adapted from McKinney et al., 1999)

To appreciate the EBCM, some further comment on the interplay of forces 

such as efficacy and attributions is required.

Efficacy Theory

Educational researchers have long grappled with the construct known as 

teacher efficacy. According to McKinney et al. (1999) efficacy has been portrayed as 

"...the central mediating self-belief that influences the initiation and maintenance of 

any new task behaviour, e.g. an educational innovation" (p. 474). Research identifies 

two branches of efficacy: personal or self-efficacy and teacher efficacy; the former 

refers, in a general way, to "...how people feel, think, and motivate themselves to 

behave" (Bandura, 1993b, p. 118). In contrast, teacher’ efficacy refers specifically to 

a teacher's perception of his/her ability to (a) teach well and (b) to do so to the benefit

32



of his/her students. A critical distinction has been made in the literature between 

these two facets of teacher efficacy:

Teachers hold two independent beliefs, the belief that they can teach, and the 
belief that student' outcomes are due to their teaching. The independence of 
these beliefs suggests that they may differentially influence teachers' 
instructional decisions. (Soodak & Podell, 1996, p. 409)

Hence, teachers with high-efficacy in their professional ability tend to assume 

greater responsibility for students' learning, believe they can effect improvement and 

are open to innovations and new ideas that will support them in this task. Hence, the 

research findings that (a) teacher efficacy correlates positively with receptiveness to 

educational change (Guskey, 1998), and (b) teacher efficacy is higher in schools in 

which teachers participate in making decisions regarding instruction and curricular 

co-ordination (Rosenholtz, 1989). Research links efficacy to two other self-beliefs: 

outcome expectation (the likely consequences of a certain behaviour), and outcome 

value, both of which have been found to correlate with a teacher's perceived efficacy 

to implement and embrace a suggested change.

In one of the very few empirical studies to examine this correlation, Stein and 

Wang (1998) devised a conceptual model for the study of factors related to teacher 

success in implementing innovative programmes and practices, as shown in Figure 5 

overleaf. In many respects, the ideas presented here reflect the ideas introduced 

previously with reference to Smith and Gillespie (2007); it emphasises the interplay of 

factors, such as the nature of the proposed programme/innovation, its perceived value 

to students, and teachers’ concerns and attitudes regarding their ability to implement 

the practice as required.
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® ^w Sl:£sc^i^r' ”
■fi^l'districtfgoals^^

.  r ' ^ ^ ' , - - v . ....
:>JyT eacher's professional
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Factors Influencing Teachers’ Success in Implementing Innovations (Stein & Wang, 
1998)

The research by Stein and Wang (1998) verified empirically a number of key 

relationships:

The values and goals of an innovation need to be congruent with those of the 

teacher if substantive change is to occur;

Regardless of a teacher's individual perception of his/her self-efficacy for 

implementing change, change is contingent on an implicit belief that the 

programme can, and will, work;

Where consonance exists between a teacher's professional goals and the 

perceived goals and/or practices of an intervention, the teacher is more likely 

to accept and endorse the new programme.
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Attribution Theory

Research links much of what is known today about attribution to work 

conducted by Rotter (1966) and Weiner (1985). In the context of research on 

motivation, Weiner (1985) determined that the decisions a person makes today are 

often influenced by the outcomes of similar decisions taken in the past. He used the 

term ‘causal attribution’ to describe the causes one attributes to past successes or 

failures. Accordingly, both adults and children are said to categorise causal 

attributions in relation to:

• Locus - meaning internal (ability/effort), or external (luck/task difficulty), 

causes;

• Stability of causes over time. Attribution theory associates a person's 

expectation of success with comparable prior experience. Past success 

engenders confidence that one will enjoy success in the future and vice versa;

• Controllability - perceived ability to control the cause. Weiner (1985) 

suggested that individuals who perceive events to be within their control are 

more motivated to persist in their involvement than those who feel that they 

can exert no power or influence over a situation.

The Implications of Efficacy-Based Research

In 1999, McKinney et al. reported how they incorporated research related to 

teacher' efficacy, attribution and concerns within a comprehensive model of change. 

In keeping with their predictions, their research confirmed that as participants 

negotiate an innovation they:

• Move through stages of initiation, implementation and refinement;

• Express different concerns in relation to the efficacy process that are 

influenced by causal attributions;

• Enjoy greater efficacy when they have fewer concerns. Equally, those with 

lower efficacy beliefs had more concerns characteristic of those in an early 

stage of change.
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Similar findings were reported in comparable research that employed the same 

change model and supported teachers’ change by acknowledging and responding to 

their expressed needs and concerns (van den Berg et ah, 2000).

As argued at the beginning of this section, and as indicated by each of these 

models in turn, teacher CPD is mediated or diluted by a variety of factors ranging 

from internal perceptions of self-efficacy, to the context and conditions in which the 

innovation takes place, to the perceived value placed both on the raw intervention and 

the speed with which tangible effects on student achievement are observed. 

Complementing the emphasis on factors that mediate teacher change, there has been a 

growing appreciation in recent years that in order to design appropriate programmes 

of CPD for teachers, much closer attention must also be paid to contrasting - and 

sometimes conflicting - perceptions about both what teachers need to learn in order to 

teach better and how this might be achieved.

Conceptions of Teacher Knowledge: Implications for Teacher Learning

From Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s work (1999a), it is clear that a changing or 

emerging view of what counts as knowledge for teaching influences both the way 

teacher learning opportunities are conceived and how CPD is organised:

...Within various change efforts, there are radically different views of what 
"knowing more" and "teaching better" mean. In other words, there are 
radically different conceptions of teacher learning, including varying images 
of knowledge; of professional practice; of the necessary and or potential 
relationships that exist between the two; of the intellectual, social, and 
organizational contexts that support teacher learning; and of the ways teacher 
learning is linked to educational change and the purposes of schooling. 
Different conceptions of teacher learning - although not always made explicit - 
lead to very different ideas about how to improve teacher education and 
professional development, how to bring about school and curricular change, 
and how to assess and license teachers over the course of the professional life 
span. (p. 249)

Developing this argument, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999a) distinguish 

between three prominent conceptions of teacher learning that drive reform intended to 

promote teacher learning: (i) knowledge-for-practice (formal knowledge often 

delivered to teachers by educational researchers), (ii) knowledge-in-practice

36



(understood as the practical, sometimes tacit, knowledge that is made explicit though 

reflection on best practice, and (iii) knowledge-of-practice, respectively. The latter, it 

is argued, “ ...unlike the first two... cannot be understood in terms of a universe of 

knowledge that divides formal knowledge, on the one hand, from practical 

knowledge, on the other” (p. 266). Rather, it is assumed that:

...The knowledge teachers need to teach well is generated when teachers treat 
their own classrooms and schools as sites for intentional investigation at the 
same time that they treat the knowledge and theory produced by others as 
generative material for interrogation and interpretation. In this sense, teachers 
leam when they generate local knowledge of practice by working within the 
contexts of inquiry communities to theorize and construct their work and to 
connect it to larger social, cultural, and political issues. (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 1999a, p. 247)

Table 3 (p. 39) combines the work of Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999a), and 

Chin and Benne (1969) - specialists in change theory, to highlight the relationships 

between conceptualisations of teacher learning, professional development design and 

delivery, typologies of change and learning theory. Summarising the key messages of 

Table 3, it has been recorded that professional development programmes are 

frequently didactic rather than constructivist in nature; as a consequence they 

pursue their goals by being directive with teachers in ways that they discourage 

teachers from being with children...” (Loveless, 1998, p. 188). In turn, this manifests 

in the perpetuation of a view of “...knowledge as facts and skills, teaching as telling, 

and learning as remembering...” (Thompson & Zeuilli, 1999, p. 353), ideas that run 

contrary to progressive theories of learning, and situated, social-constructivism in 

particular. Adopting this argument to propose that early professional development 

activities were based on a paradigm that implied a deficit in teacher knowledge - a 

paradigm that has lately been much criticised in the research literature - Moore (2007) 

points out that:

.. .More recently, there has been a fundamental shift in the theories supporting 
professional development: a switch in emphasis from change as something 
done to teachers, to teacher ownership and acceptance of change as an active, 
life-long, learning process.... New models of the process of teacher change 
have been devised to complement this development.... Foci include: teacher 
knowledge, skills, strategies, beliefs, attitudes and practice, (p. 3)



Table 3 hints at the nature of these changes, with reference to the cognitive, 

social-constructivist and distributed perspectives. The importance increasingly 

attributed to these changes - both by researchers interested in student learning (Black 

& Wiliam, 2006; James, 2006; Gardner, 2006), and those interested in adult learning 

(Borko, 2004; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2002; James & Pedder, 2006b; Lieberman & 

Pointer Mace, 2008; Thompson & Wiliam, 2007) - would suggest that further 

elaboration is required at this point. Hence, immediately following Table 3 overleaf, 

consideration is given to emerging theories of learning.

It is not inconsequential in this context that recent research on Irish teachers’ 

experiences of professional learning suggested that provision appeared to combine 

more negative features of ‘knowledge for practice’ and ‘knowledge in 

practice’...” with “ ...the absence of support at school/classroom level...” giving rise 

to a situation in which learning was “...not sustained” in the absence of “...support 

and context sensitive feedback” (Sugrue, 2002, p.334). While one might argue that 

these conclusions - at worst, pre-date, and at-best, coincide with - the mushrooming of 

professional development opportunities in Ireland in recent years, it is noteworthy 

that, with a few notable exceptions (e.g. Special Education Support Service), models 

of CPD remain largely unchanged in Ireland. Indeed, as observed, the implications of 

the continuing the practice of prolonged withdrawal of teaching staff from school 

contexts to ‘attend’ CPD are potentially grave. Significantly, Loxley, Johnston, 

Murchan, Fitzgerald, and Quinn (2007) - reflecting on the seven-year, CPD 

programme instigated by the DES in 1998 to help teachers mediate the revised 

primary curriculum - questioned whether:

...A significant long-term implication... may be... (that -  my insertion) ...it 
has contributed inadvertently to creating a broad dependency culture in Irish 
primary education whereby the Department of Education and Science is 
automatically expected to ‘provide’ professional development... (rather than -  
my insertion) ...an alternative and perhaps more sustainable approach... in 
which teachers are expected to identify their own needs and take steps to 
address them. (p. 283).

Such musings bring into sharp relief the importance of the ideas presented in 

Table 3.
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Table 3. Conceptualisations of Professional Development, Change Models and 
Learning Theory

Empirically verifiable; . 
generated and prescribed by 
others: “Teachers are 
knowledge users not 
generators”.

Tacit, contingent, craft 
knowledge: “Teaching is a wise 
action in the midst of uncertain 
and changing situations”.

All knowledge is contestable: 
Teachers generate knowledge 
by “ ...making their classrooms 
and schools sites for inquiry, 
connecting their work in 
schools to larger issues, and 
taking a critical perspective on 
the theory and research of 
others”.

v Associated Conceptions òf Proféssiónàl Learning Opportunities
Traditional, empirical-rational 
(assuming the 
information/policy is 
uncontroversial); Power- 
coercive (if information/policy 
is mandated to ensure 
compliance); Teachers are 
rational beings requiring only 
that knowledge be transmitted; 
Often decontextualised, 
remote/off-site, yo-yo delivery 
reflecting the Balkanized, ‘solo 
practice’ of teachers in schools; 
single session or series focused 
on range of knowledge and 
skills teachers need to know/be 
able to use (disjointed, out o f  
school in-service -  education 
centersfhotels 'delivered by an 
expert).

Job-embedded, normative- 
reductive -  teachers require an 
injection of new knowledge and 
the opportunity to conceptualise 
and make sense of it, in 
context/on-site -  school-based; 
Demands critical reflection -  
both private (individual) and 
collective (group/staff 
collaboration); Teacher learning 
community - may be contrived 
and may require external 
scaffolding, initially; active 
participation in one’s own re
education (In-school days, 
with/without expert' support); 
on-going/of set duration focused 
on “artefacts of teaching”.

Normative-reductive within 
multiple contexts and multiple 
sources of information and data; 
Action-research, problem-based 
approach, practitioner-focused 
and led enquiry; part of a 
general, on-going commitment 
to inquiry and reflection and 
challenging the status quo. 
Professional Learning 
Community, frequently 
internally mediated by teacher 
leaders/experts = distributed 
leadership, capacity-building, 
school culture {on-going, self- 
started and sustaining; 
shared/collective responsibility 
fo r  growth and learning).

Cognitive perspective: knowing 
is results from the individual 
construction of ever more 
powerful concepts or logical 
structures; learning is the 
acquisition of knowledge, skills 
and attitudes to be later adapted 
and applied; individual, solitary 
pursuit independent of context 
and intention -  horizontal 
integration of new ideas, “bolt- 
on” new ideas and strategies to 
existing repertoire.

Soci al -
construed vist/soci ocentric 
perspective: interaction with 
others and resources are both the 
process and the product of 
learning = learning cannot be 
analysed without analyzing 
interactional systems; learning 
within a socio-culturai context -  
situated learning; vertical 
integration of new ideas - 
challenging and changing 
established beliefs and practices.

Distributed cognitive and 
Soc ial-constructivist 
perspectives — as part of the 
liberal tradition — one is not 
seen as distinct from the other 
but complementary; learning is 
a process involving the 
individual both in active 
individual construction of 
knowledge and understanding 
as well as in enculturation into 
the practices of wider society.
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Emergent Theories o f Learning

In this section, three clusters of learning theories are described, motivated 

primarily by the view expressed by Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999a) that 

“...different conceptions of teacher learning, although not always made explicit, lead 

to very different ideas about how to improve teacher education and professional 

development” (p. 249). However, this work is also spurred by the belief that greater 

understanding of learning theories will lead, ultimately, to greater alignment between 

teacher and student education, and classroom assessment, in particular. Before 

progressing further, a comment on the use of terms is required. As James (2006a) 

observes, the terms ‘behaviorist’, ‘cognitivisf and ‘situated’ are frequently used in the 

US literature, whereas, in the UK, the terms ‘behaviourist’, ‘constructivist’ and 

‘socio-cultural’ or ‘activist’ are more common.

For the purposes of this thesis, ideas from cognitivist, constructivist and socio

cultural theories are combined to inform a general social-constructivist framework 

that emphasises the nature of situated cognition. By adopting this approach, and 

introducing this discussion at this point in the chapter, it is intended that subsequent 

discussions about research on teacher professional development from a situative 

perspective (i.e. Borko, 2004, next section), and the importance of aligning 

assessment practices within a social-constructivist frame (i.e. Shepard, 2000, part 

two), will be more meaningful.

Towards a Social-Constructivist Framework of Situated Learning

The significance of recent developments in understanding regarding learning 

theories and their implications for teaching and learning cannot be over-emphasised. 

As Putnam and Borko (2000) note:

The education and research communities are abuzz with new (or at least re
discovered) ideas about the nature of cognition and learning. Terms like 
“situated cognition”, “distributed cognition”, and “communities of practice” 
fill the air.... Some have argued that the shifts in world view... are even more 
fundamental than the now historical shift from behaviorist to cognitive views 
of learning, (p. 4)



The shift from the mechanistic theories of knowledge acquisition implicit in 

the behaviourist perspective - that perpetuated a notion of the learner or subject as 

completely passive, and the teacher or ‘trainer’ holding the key to learning success - 

to the cognitive view of the learner as actively engaged in the learning process, was 

radical indeed. As Shepard (2000) put it: “ ...the cognitive revolution reintroduced the 

concept of the mind” (p. 6) and, specifically, the idea that learning is determined by 

the mental construction of knowledge within the learner’s head. Of particular 

importance in this reconceptualisation are the ideas that learning construction relies on 

the use of mental models of the world, that new learning is enabled or impeded by 

prior beliefs and knowledge structures, and that the components of meta-cognition - 

including self-monitoring and self-regulation - are instrumental in developing an 

intelligent approach to learning that raises it above the simple accumulation of facts 

and isolated pockets of information.

Concomitant with evolving views of the mental processes involved in learning 

is a growing awareness that learning is not an isolated, individual pursuit. As 

Lieberman and Pointer Mace (2008) express it:

We are coming to understand that learning rather than being solely individual 
(as we have taken it to be) is actually also social. In plain terms -  people learn 
from and with others in particular ways. They learn through practice (learning 
as doing), through meaning (learning as intentional), through community 
(learning as participating and being with others), and through identity 
(learning as changing who we are), (p. 227)

This understanding of learning as arising out of the interaction between the 

individual learner and his/her social environment - that “ .. .what is taken into the mind 

is socially and culturally determined...” (Shepard, 2000, p. 7) - may be traced back to 

the work of Vygotsky (1978) who demonstrated the importance of others as learning 

mediators. James (2006a) elaborates on the implications of this approach for teachers 

(although, as will be argued in Chapters 3 and 4, this applies equally to the facilitator 

engaged in teacher professional development):

...Socio-cultural approaches imply that the teacher needs to create an 
environment in which people can be stimulated to think and act in authentic 
tasks (like apprentices) beyond their current level of competence (but in what 
Vygotsky calls their ‘zone of proximal development’). Access to, and use of,
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an appropriate range of tools are important aspects of such an expansive 
learning environment. It is important to find activities that learners can 
complete with assistance but not alone so that the ‘more expert other’, in some 
cases the teacher but often a peer, can ‘scaffold’ their learning... and remove 
the scaffold when they can cope on their own. Teachers and students jointly 
solve problems and all develop their skill and understanding, (p. 57)

While not explicit in the quotation above, socio-cultural approaches overlap 

with situative perspectives on learning, although the roots of the situative view stem 

more from anthropology, sociology and psychology, and the work of Lave and 

Wenger (1991) in particular, who conceptualised learning in terms of ‘cognitive 

apprenticeship’ in ‘communities of learning’ (Borko, 2004). Three core themes are 

associated with the situative perspective:

• First, learning is always context-dependent: “... how a person learns a 

particular set of knowledge and skills, and the situation in which a person 

learns, become a fundamental part of what is learned” (Putnam & Borko, 

2000, p. 4). Closely associated with this notion of contextualised learning, is. 

the idea that learning is a mediated activity - learners engage with various 

artefacts, be they physical (e.g. books), or symbolic (e.g. language), and these 

tools are integral elements of the learning process;

• Second, learning is an inherently social activity with both what, and how, a 

person learns being determined largely by his/her active engagement with 

other learners. This idea extends to include the way in which a person 

becomes enculturated into the mores and rhythms of groups in which he/she 

participates and learns; as Black (2001) puts it: “...the process of learning is 

thus seen as a process of enculturation and one’s capacity to learn is seen ... as 

a capacity to interact and participate effectively in such communities” (p. 79);

• Third, just as learning is not an independent, isolated activity, neither is 

knowledge owned by any one individual or unit: “ ...learning involves 

participation and what is learned is not necessarily the property of an 

individual but shared within the social group” (James, 2006a, p. 57); hence, 

the concept of ‘distributed cognition’ - knowledge and learning that is 

stretched over people, organisations and communities, where the sum is 

greater than the individual units.
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Black (2001) captures the significance of these themes for one’s theory of 

learning very clearly when he says:

Simply to accept that community participation is a focal element for almost all 
learning, that knowledge does not exist only in the minds of individuals and 
that learning proceeds by iteration between the individual and the communal is 
to accept a fundamental change in one’s theory of learning, (p. 79)

Implications for Teacher CPD

It is apparent that, to-date, consideration of these ideas and their implications 

for educational practice have focused primarily on students; as a consequence, their 

implications for teacher learning and teacher professional development remain less 

well-developed and not lacking in challenge. In the context that, by definition, all 

knowledge from a situative perspective is situated, Putnam and Borko (2000) assert 

that this perspective “...focuses researchers’ attention on how various settings for 

teachers’ learning give rise to different kinds of knowing” (p. 6).

Considerations of this kind have spawned debates about where best to locate 

professional development; as a consequence, a number of models have being tried, 

tested and evaluated, including:

• Classroom-based, teacher development, in which researchers or staff 

development team members work with individual teachers in their classrooms 

to support the introduction of innovative practices and ideas;

• Ongoing, site-based, professional development workshops/meetings, 

facilitated by researchers or staff members focusing on teachers’ personal 

classroom experiences, sometimes using videotapes as a catalyst for 

discussion and critique;

• Off-site, summer courses in which teachers participate in activity-based 

learning that reflect social-constructivist principles. The primary advantage of 

this model is that teachers are unencumbered by school and classroom-based 

responsibilities.



Advantages and disadvantages attend to each model. For instance, site-based 

models increase the likelihood that what teachers learn is of tangible benefit and 

support in the classroom; however, these approaches present significant challenges 

also. For example, the issue of scalability arises in the context of the labour and time- 

intensity associated with this model. In addition, it might be argued that restricting 

the context of learning to a particular school or classroom setting effectively straight- 

jackets teachers’ learning opportunities by limiting the breadth of their situational 

experiences and, hence, their learning. Off-site learning, in contrast, while providing 

potentially valuable opportunities for teachers to expand the contexts in which they 

learn, interact and explore new ideas, leaves teachers with the challenge of 

interpreting and integrating the knowledge gained meaningfully into their classroom 

practice.

In weighing up the alternatives, Putnam and Borko (2000) suggest that the 

issue of the location of teachers’ professional learning should be decided according to 

the particular goals of the programme:

Research... suggests that the most appropriate staff development site depends 
on the specific goals for teachers’ learning. For example, summer workshops 
appear to be particularly powerful settings for teachers to develop new 
relationships with subject matter and new insights about individual students’ 
learning. Experiences situated in the teachers’ own classrooms may be better 
suited to facilitating teachers’ enactment of specific instructional practices. 
And, it may be that a combination of approaches, situated in a variety of 
contexts, holds the best promise for fostering powerful, multidimensional 
changes in teachers’ thinking and practices. Further research is needed to 
better understand the complex dynamics of these multifaceted approaches to 
teacher learning, (p. 7)

Research on Professional Development: A Review from a Situative Perspective

Given the increased research interest in the potential of situated learning to 

support teachers’ learning, Borko’s (2004) research review that adopted a situative 

perspective to interpret what has been learned about professional development 

programmes and their impact on teacher learning in order to signpost potential 

approaches to future research, is significant. Her rationale for adopting a situative 

perspective is particularly noteworthy, as is her use of the metaphor of multi-focal
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contact lenses to explain the potential that this perspective affords the researcher to 

focus on individual and group development simultaneously:

Multifocal contact lenses provide a useful metaphor for considering situative 
perspectives on knowing and learning. Researchers use the “near-vision 
prescription” of a psychological framework to focus on the individual teacher. 
With this prescription, they collect and analyse data on questions such as how 
a teacher constructs new knowledge and instructional practices. They use the 
“distance-vision prescription” of a socio-cultural conceptual framework to 
focus on the professional development community -  to collect and analyse 
data on norms of communication and patterns of participation in professional 
development activities. The ability to use multiple frameworks at the same 
time is a key strength of situative research perspectives. (Borko, 2004, p. 8)

The key point being made here is that when a researcher employs a situative 

perspective, data may be obtained both on the individual teacher in his/her classroom 

and on the manner in which that teacher participates with colleagues in the wider 

professional organisation of the school. Reflecting on how researchers have typically 

engaged the situative perspective over the years, Borko (2004) argues that research 

initiatives undertaken typically fall into one of three distinct phases that are 

distinguished from one another on the basis of the nature of the interaction between 

four key constituent elements of a professional development system: the programme, 

the teachers/learners, the facilitator and the context. In turn, Borko (2004) argues, as 

outlined in Table 4 below, that a pattern of increasing sophistication is detectable, 

both in professional development and research designs.

Table 4.

Research on Professional Development Programmes from a Situative Perspective

Phases ^lNumbw®f:'Sitesfe B N ^^eriO fT w U itators^

1 1 1 Interrelationships between PDP and 
teachers (2 foci)

2 >1 >1 Interrelationships between PDP, 
Facilitators and teachers (3 foci)

3 Multiple Multiple Interrelationships between PDP, 
facilitators, teachers and the context in 
which they are working (4 foci)

Phase one research, which reportedly accounts for most of the professional 

development community’s work so far, focused on the nature of the professional
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development programme offered, teachers as learners - and the relationship between 

these two elements - the goal being to establish “an existence proof’, that is, evidence 

that a professional development programme can impact positively on teacher learning. 

Borko (2004) notes that, typically, a phase one professional development programme 

is:

...Relatively small, and the research on them is labor intensive. In most 
instances, the designers of the professional development programs are also the 
researchers. Moreover, the participants are typically “motivated volunteers” -  
teachers who volunteered to participate and were motivated to try out new 
ideas.... The resulting existence proofs (evidence that the programme can have 
a positive impact on teacher learning -  my insertion) unquestionably are an 
important contribution to the field... (evoking images of the possible -  my 
insertion) not only documenting that it can be done, but also laying out at least 
one detailed example of how it was organized, developed and pursued, (p. 5)

In contrast, at phase three level, the research focus is more expansive; multiple 

professional development programmes are provided at a variety of sites which affords 

the researcher the.opportunity to explore multiple relationships among and between 

each element of the professional development programme: facilitator, professional 

development program, teachers as learners and context.

Borko’s (2004) analysis of research findings in phase one led her to conclude 

that high quality professional development programmes can indeed help teachers 

deepen their knowledge and transform their teaching. Using a situative lens, she 

unpacked this overarching finding with reference to four themes: (1) teachers and 

their learning, (2) processes and activities of professional development, (3) teacher 

learning and (4) research methodology and the value of multifocal research lens. 

Given the potential significance of these insights for this thesis, each of these findings 

is detailed fully here.

Teachers and their Learning: Individual Focus

Having acknowledged that intensive professional development programmes 

can effect change in teacher knowledge and practices, Borko (2004) isolates three 

core characteristics of the programmes reviewed. The key findings associated with 

each are as follows:
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• Subject matter knowledge for teaching: programmes that include an explicit 

focus on subject matter, particularly those that engage teachers as active 

learners, can help teachers develop learning significantly;

• Understanding of student thinking: professional development can increase 

teachers’ awareness of the role that children’s thinking plays in the learning 

process, and the importance of listening carefully to students in order to build 

on their understandings and misconceptions, if this is explicitly incorporated;

• Instructional practices: assuming that a key reason for attempting to deepen 

teachers’ knowledge of subject matter and student thinking is to improve 

classroom teaching, it follows that professional development programmes that 

incorporate a focus on instructional practices, and encourage teachers to 

incorporate ideas into their teaching, optimise the opportunity for students to 

benefit from teacher learning.

Notwithstanding the beneficial impacts of phase one research, this work also 

confirms that meaningful learning is a slow, arduous and uncertain process. As 

observed, not only do teachers differ in the extent to which they change through their 

participation in professional development but, additionally, some elements of teacher 

knowledge and practice are more resistant to change than others. Significantly, from 

an A^L perspective:

...It appears to be easier for teachers to incorporate strategies for eliciting 
students’ thinking into their own teaching than to use what they hear from 
students to make instructional decisions. (Borko, 2004, p. 6)

Processes and Activities of Professional Development: Group Focus

Phase one research also provides evidence that strong professional learning 

communities can foster teacher learning and instructional improvement. Leveraging a 

sociocultural conceptual framework, researchers have used the group as the unit of 

analysis to extend understanding of teachers’ learning by examining the nature and 

extent of their participation in the processes and activities of professional 

development. It is noteworthy that Borko (2004) chose to focus, within this context, 

specifically on teacher learning communities, in recognition of their centrality to the
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programmes of professional development and research reviewed. Elaborating on the 

nature of this particular strand of research, Borko (2004) explained that:

Research on teacher learning communities typically explores features of 
professional development programs such as the establishment and 
maintenance of communication norms and trust, as well as the collaborative 
interactions that occur when groups of teachers work together to examine and 
improve their practice. This research provides evidence that strong 
professional development communities are important contributors to 
instructional improvement and school reform.... (p. 6)

With specific reference to the work of Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth 

(2001), Borko (2004) highlighted a number of key components that impact on 

community formation, including the establishment of a sense of group identity and 

interactional and relational norms, the development of a sense of shared responsibility 

for the maintenance and regulation of these norms, and the assumption by group 

members of a sense of shared responsibility for colleagues’ growth and development. 

It is of note that no direct links were reported between changes in teachers’ 

interactions and student achievement, however.

In keeping with research on individual change and the concepts of teacher 

efficacy, motivation and attribution introduced previously, research using the group as 

the unit of analysis suggests that a number of challenges need to be overcome if the 

teacher learning community is to serve its purpose. Critical amongst these is the need 

to engage in conversations about teaching that affirm and support teachers’ work, 

while also allowing for debate and constructive criticism, if and when it is required. 

As argued: “ .. .such conversations must occur... if teachers are to collectively explore 

ways of improving their teaching and support one another as they work to transform 

their practice” (Borko, 2004, p. 7). This places a particular onus on the leader of the 

professional development programme to foster trust, mutual respect and a sense of 

safety in disclosure within the group.

Teacher Learning and Research Methodology: Dual Focus

Phase one research reveals that records of practice are powerful contexts for 

facilitating teacher learning and, hence, teacher change. In keeping with a core tenet
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of the situative perspective that the contexts in which people learn, and the activities 

with which they engage, become a fundamental part of what they leam, research 

indicates that a teacher’s classroom offers powerful learning opportunities. Moreover, 

artifacts - including lesson plans and classroom tasks or video recordings of lessons 

that open a window on classroom practice - can be used as a substitute in professional 

development settings to facilitate teachers’ co-examination and review of instructional 

approaches, and their perceived impact on student achievement.

The Value o f Multifocal Research Lens: Simultaneous focus -

Borko (2004) makes one overarching comment in relation to the issue of what 

she terms the multifocal research lens - that this approach is indispensable to rich and 

inclusive research studies of teacher development:

Studies that focus on either the individual or the group as the unit of analysis 
can provide valuable insights about teacher learning. However, these insights 
are limited in scope. To explore the connections among professional 
development activities and processes on the one hand, and individual teachers’ 
knowledge and instructional practices on the other, researchers must use the 
multiple frameworks and units of analysis the situative perspectives provide 
and must coordinate them in a manner that leads to a fuller, deeper explanation 
of teacher development, (p. 8)

In articulating this view, Borko (2004) in effect draws together the research on 

teacher change models - introduced in the previous section - with the notion of 

collective group enquiry in the form of a teacher learning community, to emphasise 

that if teacher CPD is to be effective, it must attend to the idiosyncratic needs of the 

individual teacher as an independent unit but also as a participant in the broader 

professional group. In essence, this echoes the arguments presented by Cochran- 

Smith and Lytle (1999a) advocating the importance of developing teachers’ 

knowledge of practice by exploiting school-based, situated learning opportunities to 

encourage and sustain teacher-generated conversations about what, why and how they 

teach.

The opening paragraph of this section of the literature review promised a 

selective, judicious review of research and literature on teacher CPD, in the context of
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evolving theories of teaching and learning. In drawing this section to a close, brief 

reference is made to two reviews that stand somewhat apart from the work introduced 

thus far but are deemed nonetheless to be highly relevant to the work at hand: reviews 

conducted by Timperley and Alton-Lee (2008), and Marcos and Tillema (2006), 

respectively.

Best Evidence Synthesis Review

In 2008, the publication of a synthesis of evidence from ninety-seven 

empirical studies identifying “ ...what kinds of teacher knowledge, and the conditions 

under which it was developed, promoted the learning processes that enabled teachers 

to change their practices in ways that had a positive impact on student outcomes” was 

published (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008, p. 341). One of a series of reviews being 

undertaken as part of the Iterative Best Evidence Syntheses Programme (BES) in New 

Zealand, the review led to the discovery of what the authors identified as a “second 

black box” between the provision of professional learning opportunities and teacher 

outcomes.

As indicated in Figure 6 overleaf, the first ‘black box’ was similar to that 

introduced by Black and Wiliam in the context of their 1998 review of research on. 

A/L that pointed to the gap in knowledge about what happens in the classroom; the 

second black box highlighted by Timperley and Alton-Lee (2008) refers to the gaps in 

knowledge about how students exploit the learning opportunities that present as a 

result of changes in teaching practices motivated by teacher CPD. In highlighting the 

impact on students, Timperley and Alton-Lee (2008) bring the issues raised 

previously in this section full circle, to refocus attention on the original argument 

articulated by Hattie (2005), that the only true measure of CPD is student 

achievement.
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Figure 6.

The Black Boxes of Teacher and Student Learning (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008)

While a full report of the findings of this research is beyond the scope of this 

work, a number of key conclusions are noteworthy. First, as reported, the least 

effective forms of professional development (measured in terms of student 

achievement) fall at two extremes of a continuum, ranging from teachers being given 

too much, to too little, latitude in designing and controlling their own learning. As 

stated, there is little benefit to be derived from treating teachers as:

...Self-regulating professionals who, if given sufficient time and resources, are 
able to construct their own learning experiences and develop a more effective 
reality for their students through their collective expertise... because they 
typically did not develop teachers' current knowledge and practice and 
challenge problematic attitudes. (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008, p. 347)

At the other extreme, the idea of “outside experts”, developing and presenting 

“.. .recipies for teaching (typically based on research about what kinds of pedagogies 

work for improving student outcomes)” - although appearing initially to be more 

effective - produce benefits that are either “...short-lived... or relatively limited 

compared to other kinds of professional development” (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 

2008, p. 348).

Among the approaches identified as having impacted positively on student 

achievement, two are particularly noteworthy. First, where efforts were made to 

support classroom-based decisions about teaching and learning by developing 

teachers' foundational knowledge of pedagogy and assessment, broad substantive 

gains were reported across children’s learning. Second, studies that achieved the 

highest effect sizes were those that employed a variety of approaches including
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coaching, workshops and learning communities to assist teachers in translating the 

professional knowledge gained into changes in their teaching. It might be argued that 

the strength of this second finding is tempered by the authors’ statement that they 

“...inferred the learning processes from the descriptions provided because they were 

rarely addressed or described explicitly (in the studies -  my insertion)..” (Timperley 

& Alton-Lee, 2008, p. 351).

Reflecting on the findings of the synthesis of evidence, the authors seem to 

suggest that it is the process - as distinct from the content - aspects of professional 

development that require rethinking:

.. .It is not professional development per se that is the problem; rather, it is the 
way it is typically undertaken. Provision needs to recognise the complexity of 
professional practice and bring capable and effective expertise to supporting 
teachers.... Such expertise needs to engage rather than bypass teachers’ 
theories and provide and exemplify alternative visions and practices. Teachers 
need to have a problem to solve, to have multiple opportunities to learn 
relevant pedagogical content and assessment knowledge in ways that integrate, 
theory and practice, and to maintain a constant focus on how teaching affects, 
students. Better outcomes for students are sustained when the organizational 
conditions support ongoing evidence-informed inquiry into the impact of 
practice on students. Take any of the ingredients out, and its impact is likely 
to diminish. (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008, p. 358-359)

There is growing recognition of the dynamic interaction between curriculum, 

assessment, pedagogy and learning, leading to a concomitant focus on the crucial role 

of the teacher (Carless, 2005). As Atkin and Black (2003) note: “ ...what really 

counts in education is what happens when teachers and students meet. The wisdom of 

any decision about education is best judged on the basis of whether or not it raises the 

quality of these interactions” (p. xi).

One of the difficulties in making judgements of this kind, however, is the gap 

in understanding and knowledge about what happens in classrooms, as noted in the 

previous chapter, which is at least partially attributable to the absence of assessment 

tools to measure the quality of teaching and learning, particularly at scale:

One reason that the quality of instruction has remained a “black box” in many 
accountability systems and large-scale evaluation designs is because few
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assessment tools exist that directly measure the quality of classroom practice 
on a broad scale. Teacher surveys frequently have been used to indirectly 
assess the quality of students’ learning environments, though this method has 
limitations as far as accurately describing the interactions between teachers 
and students, as well as teachers’ translations of reform policies (including 
content standards) into everyday classroom practice.... Likewise, analyses of 
student work have provided some information about student performance, but 
have not drawn attention to the opportunities students have in the classroom to 
produce high-quality work. Classroom observations have been the most direct 
way to measure instructional quality, but these can be time consuming and 
expensive to conduct.... New indicators that help ... monitor and support 
efforts to improve the quality of instruction are clearly needed. (Matsumura & 
Pascal, 2003, p. 3)

The other major issue relates to what has been termed “the bifurcation of 

teaching” - a term introduced by Marcos and Tillema (2006) in the context of the final 

piece of literature on CPD to be reviewed in this section.

Assessing the Impact of Teacher CPD: The Need for Evaluation Tools

In the context of a meta-review of research on teacher reflection and action,. 

Marcos and Tillema (2006) uncovered what they described as a “blind spot” in the 

empirical work reviewed. As reported:

...Studies gather knowledge on constituent elements of teaching but have 
difficulty in positioning the process as a whole (for example, by treating 
aspects of teaching as separate objects of study). Studies can range from 
focusing on levels of ideas to identifying prior beliefs, and from changes in 
beliefs, modes of reflecting, attitudes toward teaching to personal identity and 
self-efficacy. But only in rare cases do we find an interrelated study of teacher 
activity such as teacher planning, teacher intentions to act, teacher action 
potentials, or activity in classroom performance, or even interaction with pupil 
learning. Teaching as a process, therefore, is not investigated as an 
interrelated whole comprised of many functional relationships between 
thinking and action. By studying only particular aspects, no matter how 
important each may be, these studies fragment teacher activity, and portray 
isolated understandings...that can only tell ‘half the story’.... This 
segmentation ultimately signifies an imbalance between the processes studied 
and the level of grounded knowledge provided through research.... There 
seems to be a tendency to study the thinking aspect (beliefs and reflections) 
rather than what teachers actually do (action). As a result, we have a ‘blind 
spot' in our research efforts, (pp. 113-114)
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To highlight this blind spot, Marcos and Tillema (2006) developed an analytic 

framework to demonstrate how studies on teacher reflection and action typically fall 

into one of four separate domains: talking the talk; talking the walk; walking the talk 

and walking the walk; Table 5 offers a distillation of the foci, underlying assumptions 

and research methods within each domain. Two key findings emerged from this 

work: first, as one progresses from the domain of talking the talk (which focuses on 

teachers’ beliefs and reflections on action - representational processes), to walking the 

walk (which focuses on professional performance - presentational processes), the 

number of empirical studies conducted declines significantly. Second, as currently 

undertaken, research in this field bifurcates our understanding of teaching.

In this context, the authors concluded:

Instruments to collect data must be designed so that they can fill the gaps 
between the domains (between reflective thought and action)...that would... at 
least in part, enable overlapping or linking of the data to develop a full account 
of beliefs, plans, actions and reflections. (Marcos & Tillema, p. 125)

As will become apparent in Chapter 3, this was a challenge that presented in 

this study in the context of the need to find research instruments that would capture 

teachers’ needs and concerns in order to offer timely and appropriate professional 

support, on the one hand, and an accurate record of developments in teachers’ 

classroom practices, on the other.
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Table 5.

Teacher Reflection and Action: An Analytic Framework

W D o m a i n W S t ?:R e s e a i r c t f l ^ ^ P E M e tb M b io g y

Talking the 
Talk

The teacher’s voice: descriptive studies investigating 
how teachers interpret their work in terms of an existing 
knowledge base or codified system

Underlying assumption:
Teachers’ actions are determined by teacher 
understandings. Therefore, these studies explain 
teachers’ beliefs and thoughts because they function as 
filters for making sense o f the knowledge and 
experiences they will encounter.

Questioning:

Interviewing
Questionnaires
Checklist
surveys

Talking the 
Walk

Studies on reported action; investigating retrospective 
accounts of actions to interpret what was done.

Underlying assumptions:
Practitioners can identify and build on their existing 
understanding to produce new knowledge and make 
generalizations from particular experiences that will 
assist them to apply to new practices. Key features o f 
this research: to capture teachers’ knowledge 
construction which holds invaluable promise for 
developing new understandings and producing new 
knowledge about teaching and learning.

Narrative inquiry:

- An approach 
especially suited to 
constructing knowledge 
from actions with the 
understanding that the 
knowledge base for 
teaching resides in the 
stories or experience of 
the teacher

Walking the 
Talk

Studies on teachers’ thinking, investigating teachers* 
plans and intentions in light of their backgrounds and 
beliefs

Underlying assumption:
The key to success is a purposeful, goal-directed strategy 
that increases the likelihood of the desired outcome; 
alternatively described as planned action theory, 
prospective reflection, anticipatory action research. 
Expectation; a comparison between the plans and 
performance to reveal their fit or alignment with the 
intended outcome.

Written
documents/collections 
o f intentions:

Notes, plans,
diagrams
Diaries,
reflective
journals, CPD
plans

Walking the 
Walk

Studies on observed action, investigating, in-depth, how 
action exemplifies teacher knowledge

Underlying assumption:
Situated cognition and distributed practice more 
adequately represent teacher learning than do deliberate 
thought and reflection. Action is always performed 
under local contextual guides, which modify every 
previous plan. Hence, the renewed interest in 
collaborative learning and distributed action in teams and 
teacher learning communities — a low-cost, sustainable, 
satisfying, and potentially transformative form o f teacher 
professional development.

Participant observation:

-Field notes 
-Video recordings o f 
classroom practice and 
o f TLC meetings.
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Summary of Literature Review: Part 1

In the context of evolving paradigms of learning, the literature reviewed to this 

point served to foreground important factors mediating the potential of CPD to effect 

positive change in teachers' knowledge, skills and attitudes. These need to be borne 

in mind as the discussion progresses in the next section to focus on the potential of 

Assessment for  Learning, as a core pedagogical approach, to improve significantly 

children’s learning experiences and achievements. Three key themes have emerged 

that are particularly noteworthy.

First, teacher change is not a linear process; it a highly individual, 

idiosyncratic, iterative process that demands routine reflection and enactment (Clarke 

& Hollingsworth, 2002) on one’s personal beliefs, attitudes and motivations (Smith & 

.Gillespie, 2007), the success of which is mediated in large part by the nature and 

extent of the support received at critical stages in the process (Hall & Ford, 1987; Me 

Kinney et al., 1999; van den Berg et al., 2000). Of importance also, is the degree of 

congruence between teachers’ existing beliefs about teaching and learning and the 

value attributed to the proposed idea or intervention. The motivation to experiment 

with new ideas also presupposes an element of dissonance with existing practices that 

acts as a spur to enquiry. This translates into the need for teachers to experience both 

support and pressure during the change process (Wiliam, 2007).

Second, teacher professional development is frustrated or progressed by the 

context, processes and content of the programmes offered (Guskey & Sparkes, 1996), 

which reflect providers’ underlying learning theories, concepts of lifelong learning 

and their appreciation of the critical importance of social-cognition and situated 

learning to develop teachers’ knowledge of practice, distributed across colleagues and 

schools (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999a; Guskey, 2002; Putnam & Borko, 2000; 

Shepard, 2000).

Finally, given the relatively small body of research reporting the impact of 

CPD on both teachers’ instructional practices and student’ achievement (Darling- 

Hammond, 2000), research is required that prioritises both sets of outcomes and their 

interrelationships (Loucks-Horsley & Matsumoto, 1999), without bifurcating the
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integrity of the teaching-learning process (Marcos & Tillema, 2006). Existing 

research (Borko, 2004; Liebermann & Pointer-Mace, 2008) suggests that this might 

best be achieved by adopting a situative perspective to provide sustained, site-based 

learning opportunities for teachers, through the medium of a teacher learning 

community, and a multifocal lens of inquiry that supports unit and group analyses.

These themes are developed further in the following section which addresses 

the challenges presenting for researchers, teachers and children alike as they attempt 

to embrace formative assessment.

Literature Review: Part 2 -  Assessment for  Learning

It was proposed recently that just as “... the advent of formal examinations in 

nineteenth-century Europe arguably represented a major victory for social justice, so 

the advent of a focus on assessment for learning in the twenty-first century could be 

similarly significant for social reform...” (Broadfoot & Black, 2004, p. 22). This 

second section of the chapter examines the potential of formative assessment to 

radically change the theory and practice of teaching and learning. Prefaced by a brief 

commentary on the evolution of assessment terms, the section builds on the insights 

gained previously in relation to social-constructivist theory to emphasise the influence 

of enduring, and often conflicting beliefs, about the nature and functions of testing 

and assessment. This lays the groundwork for a distillation of the findings of a series 

of prominent literature reviews, including the seminal work of Black and Wiliam 

(1998a), in order to (a) identify key principles that emerged from interpretations of 

these findings and (b) examine the content and process challenges that arose when 

attempts were made to give practical, classroom definition to these principles. 

Particular reference is made in this context to the current work of the Keeping 

Learning On Track (KLOT) Project in the US (Wiliam & Thompson, 2006). The 

chapter concludes by drawing together key messages from sections one and two 

within a conceptual framework that links the research questions with the study design 

and the interpretive and evaluation frameworks that guided the study, both of which 

are detailed in the next chapter.



Towards a Definition o f  Terms

As noted in the introductory chapter, the term Assessment for  Learning is used 

in this study to refer to:

...Any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to 
serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ learning. It thus differs from 
assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of 
ranking, or of certifying competence. An assessment activity can help 
learning if it provides information to be used as feedback, by teachers, and by 
their pupils in assessing themselves and each other, to modify the teaching and 
learning activities in which they are engaged. Such assessment becomes 
‘formative assessment’ when the evidence is actually used to adapt the 
teaching work to meet learning needs. (Black et al., 2002. p. 1)

As reviews of the history of the growth of formative assessment (used 

interchangeably with the term A/L in this study) attest, definitions of the term have 

progressed through a number of iterations (Allay & Lopez, 2005; Baroudi, 2007; 

Black & Wiliam, 2003). While the coining of the term “formative evaluation” is 

attributed to Michael Scriven, who used the term in the context of the “ ...ongoing* 

improvement of the curriculum...” (1967, p. 41), Bloom, Hasting and Madaus (1971) 

introduced the distinction, as understood today, between formative and summative 

evaluation, describing formative evaluation as “ ...the use of systematic evaluation in 

the process of curriculum construction, teaching, and learning for the purpose of 

improving any of these three processes...” (p. 155). This contrasted with their 

definition of summative evaluation as “...the type of evaluation used at the end of a 

term, course, or program for purposes of grading, certification, evaluation of progress, 

or research on the effectiveness of a curriculum, course of study, or educational plan” 

(Bloom et al., 1971, p. 155). In considering the evolution of these terms, Black and 

Wiliam (2003) made the crucial point that “ ... from their earliest use it was clear that 

the terms ‘formative’ and ‘summative’ applied not to the assessments themselves, but 

to the functions they served” (p. 623). Over the years, several researchers have 

revisited this distinction; Harlen (2006a, p. 114), for example, has offered a 

categorization of a possible continuum between formative and summative assessment, 

as outlined in Table 6 overleaf.



Table 6.

Summative and Formative Assessment (Harlen, 2006a)

Form ative ^  ^  Sum m ative

Informal
formative

Formal formative Informal
summative

Formal
summative

Major focus What are the next steps in learning? What has been achieved to date?
Purpose To inform next 

steps in learning
To inform next 

steps in teaching
To monitor 

progress against 
plans

To record 
achievements of 

individuals
How is evidence 
collected?

As normal part of 
class work

Introduced into 
normal class work

Introduced into 
normal class work

Separate task or 
test

Basis o f 
judgement

Student
referenced

Student and 
criterion 

referenced

Criterion
referenced

Criterion
referenced

Judged by Student and 
teacher

Teacher Teacher Teacher or 
external marker

Action taken Feedback to 
students and 

teacher

Feedback into 
teaching plans

Feedback into 
teaching plans

Report to student, 
parent, other 
teachers etc.

Epithet Assessment for 
learning

Matching Dip stick Assessment o f 
learning

Arguing that there is no sharp distinction between the two forms of 

assessment, she suggests that the practices and uses at both extremes (to the left and 

right of the arrow) typify assessment for learning and assessment o f  learning, 

respectively:

At the purely formative end is assessment that is integral to student-teacher 
interaction and is also part of the student’s role. The teacher and the student 
consider work in relation to the goals that are appropriate for the particular 
learner and so the judgements are essentially student-referenced. The central 
purpose is to enable teachers and students to identify the next steps in learning 
and to know how to take these. At the purely summative end of the dimension 
the purpose is to give an account of what has been achieved at certain points. 
For this purpose, the assessment should result in a dependable report on the 
achievements of each individual student. (Harlen, 2006a, p. 113)

Hence, Wiliam’s (2007) reiteration that AfL is “ ...any assessment for which 

the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting pupils’ 

learning....” (p. 1).

Notwithstanding advances in understanding of the relationship between 

formative and summative assessment, recent meetings of the American Educational



Research Association (AERA) have witnessed repeated calls for greater clarity in 

relation to the range of assessment terms being employed generally in the literature 

(Marion & Pellegrino, 2006; Noonan & Renihan, 2006; Shepard, 2005). At its most 

basic, what is at issue here is the manner in which, for example, the terms ‘assessment 

for learning’ and ‘formative assessment’ are used in the UK, whereas the phrase 

‘classroom assessment’ is typically the term of choice in the US. However, at a more 

fundamental level is the issue raised by Shepard in her presidential address to the 

AERA in 2000 in which she argued that “...any attempt to change the form and 

purpose of classroom assessment to make it more fundamentally a part of the learning 

process must acknowledge the power of... enduring and hidden beliefs...” (p..6) 

about traditional views of testing, teaching and learning. Given the centrality of these 

issues for an understanding of research on assessment, the key tenets of Shepard’s 

(2000) argument are introduced at this point.

From Testing to Assessment

Shepard (2000) was perhaps the first researcher to draw out the implications 

for classroom assessment of the shift from the dominant 20th century paradigm of 

social efficiency curriculum, behaviourist learning theories and scientific 

measurement to the emergent paradigm, based on social-constructivism and 

sociocultural theories. Articulating her core argument, Shepard (2000) proposed that:

To be compatible with and to support the social-constructivist model of 
teaching and learning, classroom assessment must change in two 
fundamentally important ways. First, its form and content must be changed to 
better represent important thinking and problem solving skills in each of the 
disciplines. Second, the way that assessment is used in classrooms and how it 
is regarded by teachers and students must change. Furthermore, to enable this 
latter set of changes within classrooms... teachers need help in fending off the 
distorting and demotivating effects of external assessment, (p. 7)

Shepard (2000) substantiated these remarks with reference to a detailed 

exposition of the evolution of ideas about the role of the school and education, and the 

nature of learning and assessment. Chronicling the rejection of the once dominant 

20th century paradigm of social efficiency, fixed ideas of intelligence and scientific 

measurement in favour of an increasing appreciation and advocacy of learning as 

socially constructed in classrooms where all children are deemed to have the potential



to learn and improve, Shepard (2000) suggested that education, and assessment more 

particularly, is currently at a crossroads. The current regime embraces ideas of 

situated, social-constructivism and all that this implies in terms of teaching and 

learning, yet it has failed to break cleanly from the vestiges of traditional notions of 

testing, rooted in beliefs about the objectivity of standardised achievement tests and 

behaviourist learning theories. This manifests most acutely in the conflicts between 

the increasing promotion of formative classroom assessment in tandem with the 

upsurge in performativity and externally mandated summative, high-stakes 

assessment, particularly in the US and the UK.

As originally presented, Shepard (2000) represented these ideas 

diagrammatically as a series of interlocking relationships within paradigms in relation 

to beliefs about the role of school, learning theories and measurement/assessment of 

learning. Table 7 overleaf offers a distillation of these ideas; the greyed boundaries 

within paradigms are intended to signal the original iriterconnectivity of the themes; 

the two horizontal black arrows in the middle of the Table emphasise the current, 

dissonance in beliefs and understanding about the nature of teaching and learning, om 

the one hand, and assessment/measurement, on the other, with the vertical arrows 

signalling the paradigm shift which is currently taking place.
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Table 7.

The Incompatibility o f  New Views o f  Instruction and Traditional Views o f  Testing

Challenging subject matter aimed at higher order thinking & problem solving; 
Equal opportunity for diverse learners;

Socialisation into the discourses & practices o f academic disciplines; 
Authenticity in the relationship between learning in and out of school; 

Fostering o f important dispositions and habits o f mind;
Enactment o f democratic practices in a caring community.

dCoffhitiife■&&>nstructivist liearnine^hedriestsfyC-̂ Z S ^  - Ĉlassroom Assessment:
i Intellectual abilities are socially & culturally Challenging tasks to elicit higher order thinking;

developed; Addresses learning processes as well as learning
Learners construct knowledge & understandings outcomes;

within a social context; An on-going process, integrated with instruction;
New learning is shaped by prior knowledge & Used formative!y in support o f  student learning;

cultural perspectives; Expectations visible to students;
Intelligent thought involves “metacognition” or Students active in evaluating their own work;

self-monitoring o f  learning & thinking; Used to evaluate teaching as well as student learning.
Deep understanding is principled & supports 

transfer;
Cognitive performance depends on dispositions & 

personal identity.

iiu ;• „  y;- • jv  -■ -9- , • •  ^  H - ■r.v  ^  'T - ' ■ ',1 S H- .. ' ' ' ' V i",:&g. fT'W'A'T} ^ . i  ‘ '
DissolutionofOldParadigm: New Views of Instnictioh/Old Views of Testing (circa 1980s-200(H:) *v

iyv’i >s,j\ -;‘£ ^
Intiructionx< y ~ -  »  DISSQNANTCLRRENTPRACTICES -«jT ,7 Traditional. Testing £

.<T h i Curriculum cf^dcd 'E ffidencvT T&MMtk?^^ 
Scientific management o f schools like factories;

Carefully specified educational objectives based on job analysis;
Utilitarian content, antagonism toward academic content except for elite few; 

Science of exact measurement, precise standards;
Differentiated curriculum based on predicted social roles.

IQ as innate, unitary, and fixed. IQ tests to sort pupils by ability;
Objective tests to measure achievement.

Associationisl & Behaviourist Learning Theories

Concepts o f  mind replaced by stimulus-response 
associations;

Accumulation o f  atomistic bits o f knowledge; 
Learning tightly sequenced & hierarchical; 

Limited transfer, each objective taught explicitly; 
Test-teach-test to ensure learning;
Tests isomorphic with learning;

Motivation based on positive reinforcement of many 
__________________ small steps.___________________
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The import of Shepard’s (2000) message is crucial to the development of A/L, 

particularly in countries which continue to measure student success by summative test 

scores, and, increasingly, teachers’ effectiveness by the numbers of students receiving 

high grades. As expressed recently with reference to the current situation in the US:

...The expectation of high reliability and objectivity in the assessment of 
students’ learning within a culture of accountability and litigation when things 
go wrong, has tended to deflect policy developments from any consideration 
of improving learning through assessment. (Wiliam, 2006b, p. 169)

It is not surprising then, that, more recently, James (2006a) has revisited the 

challenge of trying to develop consistency between assessment practices and beliefs 

about learning by comparing and contrasting behaviourist, cognitive-constructivist 

and socio-cultural/situated, and active theories of learning, in terms of their 

manifestation in classroom practice. She concluded that, their differences and the 

challenge of realignment notwithstanding, “ ...the possibility for a more complete and 

inclusive theory of learning to guide the practice of teaching and assessment seems a 

goal worth pursuing” (James, 2006a, p. 60). Indeed, like Shepard (2000) before her, 

she argued that this seems inevitable given that change in assessment practices or 

beliefs about learning “...almost always requires a change in the other” (James, 

2006a). She concluded, however, that the trajectory is not necessarily clear:

...Assessment practice is sometimes out of step with developments in learning 
theory and can undermine effective teaching and learning because its 
washback effect is so powerful, especially in high stakes testing, (p. 58)

Taking another perspective on this theme, Black and Wiliam (2006a) cautioned that:

The beliefs of teachers about learning, about their roles as assessors and about 
the ‘abilities’ and prospects of their students, will affect their interpretations of 
their students’ learning and will thereby determine the quality of their 
formative assessment, (p. 23)

It is against this background that the rise in interest in formative assessment is now 

considered.
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The Development o f  Interest in AJL

Wininger and Norman (2005) record that “ ...although the term and the 

processes associated with formative assessment have been around for decades, 

theories, research, and practice of formative assessment did not surface widely until 

the late 1980s” (p. 21). Sadler’s (1989) introduction of a theory of formative 

assessment, based on the core principle of student feedback to facilitate student self- 

assessment, was one of the first to be articulated. In turn, he employed Ramaprasad’s 

(1983) earlier definition of feedback as “ ...information about the gap between the 

actual level and the reference level of a system parameter which is used to alter the 

gap in some way” (p. 4). In order to avoid the situation of “dangling data” - meaning 

information on attainment that has not been harnessed to support next steps in 

learning - Sadler (1989) emphasized the need for students to receive explicit 

information regarding the standards by which work would be judged (subsequently 

termed -  success criteria):

...The learner has to (a) possess a concept of the standard (or goal or reference; 
level) being aimed for, (b) compare the actual (or current) level of 
performance with the standard, and (c) engage in appropriate action which 
leads to some closure of the gap. (p. 121)

In tracing the rise and fall of formative assessment from the late 1970s in the 

UK, Black and Wiliam (2003) emphasised that the difference in assessment functions 

advanced attempts to develop a range of tools to support teachers in making the 

required changes in classroom practice and, more particularly, to aid them is 

attempting to align both approaches within some ‘overall system’ of assessment. 

However, despite a series of interventions at second level and the introduction of a 

national curriculum for all schools in England and Wales, they reported that 

“ ...throughout the 1990s, the debate continued about how evidence from the external 

tests and teachers’ judgments could be combined... with increasing concern that the 

potential of assessment to support learning was being ignored” (Black & Wiliam, 

2003, pp. 623-624). In turn, this concern led to the commissioning of what is now 

regarded as a seminal, watershed review (Black & Wiliam, 1998a), that drew public 

attention to the weight of evidence attesting to the power of the effective use of 

formative assessment to improve learning.
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Formative Assessment Reviews

A review by Broadfoot and Black (2004) opened with the lines: “The field of 

assessment is extensive. It is therefore necessary to be selective” (p. 9). Mindful of 

this advice, the early literature on formative assessment reviewed in the context of this 

work is presented here in tabular form initially, in order to highlight core research 

studies, their primary foci and key findings. The rationale for adopting this approach 

was two-fold: first, this is an area of research that has been extensively reviewed and 

reported on in recent years; hence, another iteration was deemed unlikely to add 

significantly to the body of knowledge; second, and more importantly, the field of 

assessment is extensive - and notwithstanding the current reviews - getting to grips 

with this body of literature can be daunting. In this context, it was determined that a 

visual map of a representative sample of the work undertaken - highlighting key 

findings - might prove a more useful addition to the field, particularly if the findings 

were integrated subsequently into a discussion of their practical implications for 

teaching and learning.
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Table 8. A Representative Sample o f Research onAfL Pre-Dating 1998
¿vlteview s'l":
' \  J : ' . V- i -
1986:
Fuchs
&
Fuchs

M eta-ana lysis o f  experim ental/quasi- 
experim enta l design stud ies using form ative 
assessm ent 2-5 tim es per week. Key focus on 
studen ts w ith  SEN , w ith non-SEN  also included.

E ffect size  o f  .70 for SEN  group; non-SE N  group 
.63. Im pact o f  form ative assessm en t is greater 
w hen used  w ith in  a fo rm ally  struc tu red  program m e 
(.92) ra th er than  in an u nstructu red  w ay  (.42).

1991: 
B angert- 
D row ns 
et al.

M e ta-ana lysis using  58 effect sizes from 40  
reports on  feedback, 42 from  college-level 
sam ples; stud ies included w ere undertaken 
betw een  1960 and 1990, each consisting o f  tw o 
groups receiv ing  identical instruction.

O verall positive effect sizes (37 ou t o f  58 effect 
sizes): studen t ach ievem ent ra ised  from  50th to 59 th 
PC  on  standard ised  tests; 18 out o f  58 effect sizes 
w ere  negative. ‘R ig h t/w ro n g ’ only  feedback 
im pacts negatively  on studen t achievem ent.

1996:
K luger
&
D eN isi

M eta-ana lysis o f  experim ental &  quasi- 
ex perim en ta l in terven tions, across academ ic &  
non-academ ic  se ttings, w ith  at least 10 
partic ipan ts. F ocused  on  a broad range o f 
feedback  strategies: e.g. grades, w ritten and 
verbal.

A cross all types o f  fo rm ative assessm ent - 
m o dera te  effect size o f  4 .0 ; in 35%  o f  studies a 
negative  effect w as reported . E xplanation: the 
greater the em phasis on indiv idual perform ance 
(ex trinsic  m otivation) over learn ing  e ffo rt (internal 
m otivation), the w orse the im pact.

1987:
N atriello

M eta-ana lysis o f  a range o f  assessm ent purposes: 
certifica tion , se lection , d irection  & m otivation 
w ith in  an assessm ent cycle m odel.

R esearch  into the effects o f  evalu a tio n  processes 
con fla te  key d istinc tions, e.g. the d ifference 
b etw een  the quality  &  quan tity  o f  feedback, hence 
irrelevancy.

1988:
C rooks

R eview  o f  research  in 9 specific areas on the 
im pact o f  evaluation  practices on student 
learn ing  ac tiv ities &  achievem ent.

S um m ative , g rad ing  function  o f  assessm ent is over
em phasised ; studen ts requ ire  clear learn ing 
outcom es, specific , constructive and  regu lar 
feedback, a strong  sense  o f  active involvem ent &  
opportun ity  to se t/ach ieve specific  learn ing goals.

1988:
B utler

48, 11 -year old Israeli students, h a lf  in the top 
q u artile  o f  the class, the o ther the bottom  
quartile . S tudents w ere given w ritten  tasks 
fo llow ed  by  (a) com m ents-on ly  feedback, (b) 
num erical grades only &  (c) a com bination.

C om m ents-on ly  led  to sign ifican t learn ing gains 
w ith  both  h igh  &  low -ach iev ing  studen ts - grades 
&  a com bination  o f  s trateg ies resu ltin g  in reduced 
ach ievem ent. For h igh  ach ievers , any com bination  
w orked.

1991: 
B ergan 
et al.

A n in terven tion  involv ing  838, 5 -year old 
k indergarten  children , from  m ainly 
d isadvan taged  backgrounds, in 6 different 
reg ions o f  the U .S . M otivated  by a be lie f in the 
potential o f  early  in tervention , focused on the 
acqu isition  o f  basic  skills (3 -R  focus), 
in terven tion  g roup teachers received  specialist 
tra in ing  in fo rm ative assessm ent.

S ign ifican t gains in read ing , m aths &  sc ience 
am ong the in terven tion  g roup, th o u g h  the use o f  
m u ltip le -cho ice  tests ja rre d  w ith  the o therw ise 
ch ild -cen tred  approach  em ployed ; special needs 
p lacem en ts for the contro l g roup w ere 1 in 3.7 
ch ild ren , w ith  1 in 5 p laced  in special education  
com pared  w ith  1 in 17 and  1 in 71, respectively , for 
the in terven tion  group.

1992:
M artinez
&
M artinez

120 A m erican  co llege  students in an in troductory 
a lg eb ra  course taught by an experienced, h igh ly  
ra ted ,’teacher.

S ign ifican t gains for co llege studen ts tested  m ore 
frequen tly  & taught by a m ore ex perienced  teacher; 
how ever, the ‘e x cep tio n a lity ’ o f  the teacher raised  
issues re. findings.

1994:
F on tana
&
Fernandes

354 P ortuguese, 8-14 year old students taught by 
25 m aths teachers w ith  specific training in self- 
assessm en t m ethodology  &  exposed to learning 
ob jectives & success criteria.

M ean gain  o f  experim ental g roup w as tw ice that o f  
the contro l g roup o f  younger s tuden ts; results w ere 
less c lear for o lder students.

1995: 
W hiting  
et al.

E ffects o f  m astery  learn ing  on approx. 7 ,000 
studen ts o v er an  18-year period  taught by one 
teach er -  reg u la r testing  & feedback to all w ith  a  
90%  success requ irem en t to  proceed.

G rade po in t averages o f  teach er’s studen ts w ere 
co nsisten tly  high, &  h igher, than  those o f  students 
taught by o th er teachers.

1996:
Schunk

44, 9 and 10-year o ld  students in the U.S. 
d iv ided  into tw o  groups, one stressing  learning 
goals -  how  to so lve p roblem s -  and frequent 
se lf-evaluation , the o ther perform ance goals -  
how  to so lve them  only.

U sing  ou tcom e m easures o f  skill, m otivation  & 
se lf-efficacy  -  effect o f  se lf- evaluation  ou t
w eighed  the d ifferen tia l effect o f  the tw o types o f  
g oals , in favour o f  the learning goals group.

1997:
Frederiksen
&
W hite

A n  inqu iry-based , m iddle school science 
curricu lum  m odu le  focused on the practical 
inqu iry  app roach  to learning, 12 classes o f  30 
studen ts , each  in tw o schools, w ere exposed  to 
the sam e cu rricu lum  p lan  w ith  all students 
w ork ing  in ^ e e r  groups. Control group engaged  
in general d iscussion ; in tervention  group spent 
the sam e tim e p eriod  in d iscussion  structured to 
p rom ote reflec tive assessm ent.

S ign ifican t gains by the  experim enta l over the 
contro l g roup; d ifferen tial gains betw een studen ts 
o f  “ lo w ” &  “h ig h ” ab ility  - studen ts w ith  “ low ” 
ab ility  studen ts w ith in  the in terven tion  group 
o u tperfo rm ing  the ir  peers in the control g roup by 
m ore th an  3 SD s, the ‘m edium  a b ility ’ studen ts by 
ju s t over 2SD s and the ‘h igh  ab ility ’ by  ju s t  over 
1SD.
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Table 8 provides an overview of a range of research studies in the field of 

assessment spanning twenty years, a sample of those included in the Black and 

Wiliam review (1998a). The breadth and scope of the work ranges from meta

analyses (e.g. Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986), to large-scale reviews (e.g. Crooks, 1988) to 

individual experimental, or quasi-experimental, intervention studies (e.g. Schunk, 

1996). The selection of these particular studies, and the presentation of them here in 

tabular format, provides an opportunity to stress a number of key points that are of 

particular relevance to this study.

First, despite the range of studies included in Black and Wiliam’s (1998a) 

extensive review, and with the notable exception of the work of Fuchs and Fuchs

(1986), and Bergan, Sladeczek, Schwarz, and Smith (1991), there is a serious under

representation of studies with an explicit, if not exclusive focus, on young students 

from disadvantaged communities with, or without, special educational needs. This is 

surprising given the level of investment over many decades - particularly in the US 

where many of the review studies were undertaken - in early years education (e.g. 

Head Start), and in programmes targeting educational disadvantage (e.g. Success for 

All). Second, it is notable that despite the fact that the two studies mentioned above 

reported significant quantitative evidence of learning gains for children in the 

intervention groups over their peers in control groups, follow up studies were not: 

conducted. Moreover, across studies of potential interest, where positive effect sizes 

were reported, no correlations were drawn between the specific formative approaches 

used and the gains achieved; as a consequence, the potential to build on these findings 

in further research was weakened. Finally, despite the positive effect sizes derived 

from studies on ‘mainstream’ populations that differentiated between ‘high’ and ‘low’ 

ability groups - what Black and Wiliam (1998a) termed the traditional ‘low-achievers’ 

-  these studies did not give rise to subsequent studies with a specific focus on low 

achievers either.

As a consequence, in turning now to consider the review conducted by Black 

and Wiliam (1998a), attention is focused on the composite findings of the eclectic 

range of studies included, mindful that none of the studies were conducted in an Irish 

setting, with very few addressing the issue of educational disadvantage specifically.
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Inside the Black Box

Driven by a need to establish an evidential basis for advocating the use of A/L, 

coupled with an interest in discovering the nature and extent of existing formative 

practice in classrooms that could potentially guide further dissemination, an extensive 

review was undertaken by colleagues from King’s College, London, in 1998. The 

Black and Wiliam (1998a) publication extended two previous reviews by Natriello 

(1987) and Crooks (1988), linking their findings with those of approximately 250 

other research sources, culled from an initial yield of approximately 580 articles or 

book chapters. As indicated in Table 8, in contrast to the work of other researchers 

(e.g. Bangert-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 1991; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Johnson 

& Johnson, 1990; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996), Black and Wiliam (1998a) undertook a 

review of the literature organised around six core themes, rather than attempting a 

meta-analysis. They rationalised that such was the diversity and range of formative 

assessment practices reported in the literature review - coupled with the contrasting 

underlying assumptions of the quantitative studies regarding learning theory and the 

diversity of the participant cohorts - that a meta-analysis was impractical, a view 

supported by the work of Brookhart (2006; see Appendix A). Reflecting later on this 

decision, Black and Wiliam (2003) argued that the pre-eminent focus in the review on 

issues including pupils’ self- and peer-assessment and the role of feedback as a 

pedagogical learning tool, had the positive effect of taking the emphasis in the 

formative assessment studies reviewed “...away from systems...” and “ ...the 

formative-summative interface...” (p. 628) to relocate it, more gainfully, within 

classroom practice.

The Six Sub-Sections o f the Review

Black and Wiliam’s (1998a) report was presented in six sections. Section one 

offered a survey of the evidence from approximately thirty experimental or quasi- 

experimental studies, spanning age groups ranging from 5-year olds to university 

undergraduates, in different school subjects, across the globe. In each case, 

significant effect size gains were reported for intervention groups who had been 

deliberately exposed to teaching practices that incorporated formative assessment 

methodologies. As reported, the potential of the ideas reviewed to impact positively
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on student learning was unequivocal; the research established conclusively “ ...gains 

in achievement ... among the highest ever reported for educational interventions...”, 

with an average mean effect size for most studies of between 0.4 and 0.7” (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a, p. 61).

The second section reported on existing assessment practices in classrooms 

which were described as being “depressing” and “weak” (Black & Wiliam, 2006a, p. 

11). The difficulties that emerged ranged from teachers’ inadvertent reinforcement of 

rote and superficial learning - as a consequence of inappropriate questioning and 

feedback styles - to more fundamental problems in relation to the overly bureaucratic, 

teacher-dominated, nature of teacher-pupil engagement. This led the researchers to 

conclude that fundamental rather than superficial changes were needed both in 

relation to teachers’ perceptions of their own roles with regard to students and in 

classroom practice more generally. Section three focused on the role of students in 

formative assessment including associations between students’ beliefs about learning, 

what it means to leam, their readiness to take risks and to engage in classroom tasks, 

linked, as appropriate, to students’ motivation, attribution and self-efficacy. This led 

to consideration of proactive strategies that might be used by students to afford them 

greater control over their learning, including study methods and skills, peer- and self- 

assessment.

The fourth section sought to identify teaching and learning strategies that 

might be of practical benefit to teachers in engaging formative assessment methods. 

Key consideration was given to the nature and choice of classroom tasks, classroom 

discourse and teachers’ use of open questions to maximise student engagement. The 

focus shifted in the fifth section to examine research that shed light on comprehensive 

systems of teaching and learning, such as mastery learning, in which formative 

assessment is a significant component part. The final section zoned in on the 

centrality of feedback as indicated by a number of the research studies reviewed, 

notably the work of Kluger and DeNisi (1996), who distinguished between feedback 

that positively influenced student achievement from that which had the potential to do 

the reverse (see Table 8). Developing Ramaprasad’s (1983) concept of ‘closing the 

gap’, and Sadler’s (1989) thesis on the ‘reference level’ of performance, it was argued 

that learners must understand their current standard of learning, and the reference
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point or goal of their learning, in order to close the gap between the two. Closely 

associated with these ideas were research messages about attribution theory and, 

particularly, the role of the teacher in inculcating in students an understanding that 

achievement is attributable to effort rather than luck or fixed intelligence.

Significant Findings

One of the key findings to emerge from this review was that, as a field of 

research, the area was not well established. It was argued that such was the diversity 

of approaches reported in the studies reviewed - both in terms of the research designs 

conceived and the intervention approaches employed - that, collectively, the body of 

work did not give rise to a coherent programme of formative assessment. For 

example, the fact that the previous reviews by Fuchs and Fuchs (1986), Natriello

(1987), and Crooks (1988) did not refer to one another at all, and rarely overlapped in 

the citations listed, was indicative of an overall pattern. While the authors argued that 

the eclecticism of the research, in effect, strengthened the overall conclusion that the 

constructive use of formative assessment yields significant learning gains (irrespective 

of the nuances of implementation), they readily acknowledged that this did not resolve 

the issue of the absence of an underlying theory of AJL that could be used to guide 

practice. Interesting, some time later, when reflecting on the patchy effects of 

research on practice, Black (2000) likened researchers to:

...A guerrilla force, engaged in more or less successful attacks on the outposts 
of the occupying army of public test practice, but rarely able either to take 
control of any important area or to secure a significant share in the region’s 
administration, (p. 416)

Speculating on why this might be the case, Black (2000) noted that there is 

little tradition of researchers working collaboratively to formulate coherent 

programmes aimed at influencing policy, a practice that might be improved if the 

number of research centers to support such work were to increase.

Of more relevance to this study, perhaps, were two other problems identified 

by the researchers as requiring particular attention. The first arose from the fact that, 

although the research indicated clearly that formative assessment can have a
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particularly powerful effect on disadvantaged and low-attaining students, this 

evidence was apparently not supported in the results of other studies, leading Black 

and Wiliam (1998a) to surmise that:

The apparent contradictions here probably arise because there are some 
important features of the classrooms that have yet to be recorded and 
understood. If it is true that the ranges of school achievement might be 
narrowed by the enhancement of the achievement of those hitherto seen as 
slow learners, then there are very strong social and educational reasons for 
giving high priority to sensitive research and development work to see how to 
understand and tackle the issues involved, (p. 59)

The second problem, or rather “clutch of problems”, identified by Black and 

Wiliam (1998a) referred to the perennial issue of the need to align assessment to meet 

formative and summative purposes and, more specifically, the challenges that this 

would present for teachers and students. They reached the conclusion that “ ...if an 

optimum balance (was -  my insertion) not sought, formative work (would -  my 

insertion) always be insecure because of the threat of renewed dominance by the. 

summative” (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, p. 59).

In the absence of an underlying theory of A/L to guide them, and in light of 

serious challenges requiring further research, rather than suggesting a “single royal 

road” or “any one optimum model” to policy-makers and practitioners, the authors 

identified a set of principles to guide practice. These included:

.. .The setting of clear goals, the choice, range and articulation of appropriate 
learning tasks, the deployment of these with appropriate pedagogy to evoke 
feedback... and the use of that feedback to guide the learning trajectory of 
students. (It was suggested that -  my insertion)...within and running through 
any such plan should be a commitment to involving students in the processes 
of self- and peer-assessment... emphasised by a constructivist approach to 
learning. (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, p. 61)

Principles o f AfL

By way of filling the gap in practical knowledge, at least temporarily, a 

booklet followed quickly on foot of the publication of the 1998 review that offered a 

summary of findings, together with recommendations for changes in policy and
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practice, that would be required if the potential offered by A/L was to be realised 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998b). As acknowledged, the recommendations in Beyond the 

Black Box (Black & Wiliam, 1998b) extended beyond the scientific evidence of the 

review to allow for informed speculation on how best to proceed. In like manner, a 

subsequent publication in 2002 by the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) argued that 

“...while assessment of learning has well established procedures, assessment for 

learning requires some theoretical ideas to be translated into practice in particular 

ways if the potential benefits are to be gained” (p. 1). This gave rise to the 

articulation of the Ten principles of assessment for learning’, outlined as follows:

1. AyL should be part of effective planning of teaching and learning.
2. A/L should focus on how students learn.
3. AJL should be recognised as central to classroom practice.
4. AJL should be regarded as a key professional skill.
5. AyL should be sensitive and constructive because any assessment has an 

emotional impact.
6. AyL should take account of the importance of learner motivation.
7. AyL should promote commitment to learning goals and a shared understanding 

of the criteria by which they are assessed.
8. AyL should ensure that learners receive constructive guidance about how to 

improve.
9. AyL should develop the learner’s capacity for self-assessment so that they can 

become reflective and self-managing.
10. AJL should recognise the full range of achievements of all learners.

(ARG, 2002, p. 1)

As stated many times in the literature, AyL is a deceptively simple approach 

and it really is only when one begins to unpack the research rationale underpinning 

each of the principles that the complexity of the issues involved, their 

interconnectivity, and mutual-dependence, begin to emerge. In attempting to draw 

together the import of these issues for teaching and learning, reference is made at this 

juncture to Harlen’s (2006a) revised conceptualisation of AJL as a cycle of events (see 

Figure 7). It captures well the non-linearity of the teaching-learning contract and the 

co-dependence of the teacher-Ieamer interpretation of evidence of performance, 

leading to decisions on how to close the gap, towards achieving higher goal. Most 

notably, perhaps, it places the student firmly at the heart of his/her learning, as the 

fulcrum rather than passive recipient of knowledge creation, with all the power and 

responsibility that this confers.
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Assessment for  Learning as a Cycle of Events (Harlen, 2006a)

Following the publication of the Black and Wiliam (1998a) landmark review,, 

together with Beyond the Black Box (Black & Wiliam, 1998b), and the A/L principles 

(ARG, 2002), a series of studies were undertaken originating in the UK and spreading 

to the US, amongst other countries. Each was focused, to a greater or lesser extent, on 

the content or process elements of the implementation of the research findings. It is 

towards an examination of a number of the more prominent of these studies that 

attention now turns; specifically, the King’s-Medway-Oxfordshire Formative 

Assessment Project (KMOFAP) and the Learning How To Learn (LHTL) Programme 

in the UK, the Assessment is for Learning (AifL) Programme in Scotland, and the 

Keeping Learning on Track (KLOT) programme in the US, are reviewed. Two key 

factors determined the inclusion of these programmes over others: first, these studies 

are recognised within the literature as being well-conceived, pioneering initiatives and 

second, the continuity of influence of key personnel between these projects - notably 

members of the King’s Project Team - allowed for a tracking of the development of



themes -and indeed changes in direction and emphases - as lessons were learned and 

areas for further research identified.

The King's-Medway-Oxfordshire Formative Assessment Project

In concluding their 1998 review, Black and Wiliam identified a number of 

avenues for further research* including the pre-eminent need for ‘real world’, 

classroom-based, research that would test the findings of the research studies 

reviewed. Other issues raised included the need to:

• Redress the absence of attention in previous studies to issues of race, class and 

gender;

• Unpack assumptions about learning from both teachers’ and students’ 

perspectives;

• Examine the effect on practice of teachers’ content and pedagogical 

knowledge;

• Consider the nature of the social setting of the classroom and its impact on the 

dynamics of teacher-student relationships.

More recently, the need to extend this type of work to include students at both 

extremes of formal schooling - notably infant children and students in post-16, tertiary 

and non-statutory assessment contexts - has also been highlighted (Ecclestone, 

Swann, Greenwood, Vobar, & Eldred, 2004).

Prioritising the first challenge, in 2000, Black and Wiliam spearheaded the 

King’s-Medway-Oxfordshire Formative Assessment Project (KMOFAP), a two-year 

development project, originally involving four teachers (two science; two 

mathematics) from six volunteer schools, catering for students in the age range 11 to 

18 years. The second year saw the project expand to include two teachers of English 

and one additional science and maths teacher from each of the participating schools, 

bringing the total number of teachers involved to 48. As reported, over the period of 

the project, very deliberate attention was paid to both the content and process aspects 

of the teachers’ professional development.
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The content element of the project was informed directly by the reports of 

strategies employed by the various studies incorporated in the 1998 review. 

Specifically, the KMOFAP asked participating teachers to pilot a number of key 

approaches, reported subsequently under four headings: oral feedback in classroom 

dialogue, feedback through marking, peer- and self-assessment and the formative use 

of summative tests (Black & Wiliam, 2006a, p. 14).

In contrast, the rationale behind, and, indeed, the focus of the process element 

of the project reflected many of the ideas addressed in the opening section of this 

chapter about the constituent elements of effective CPD; as articulated by Black and 

Wiliam (2006a):

One of the key assumptions of the project was that if the promise of formative 
assessment were to be realised, a research design in which teachers are asked 
to test out and perhaps modify a scheme worked out for them by researchers 
would not be appropriate. We presented them with a collection of ideas culled 
from research findings rather than a structured scheme. We argued that a 
process of supported development was an essential next step. In such a 
process, the teachers in their classrooms had to work out the answers to many 
of the practical questions which the research evidence we had presented could 
not answer. The issues had to be reformulated in collaboration with them, 
where possible in relation to fundamental insights, and certainly in terms that 
could make sense to their peers in ordinary classrooms, (p. 20)

The model of CPD adopted to support this approach included one, day-long, 

team meeting eveiy five weeks, supplemented by visits to participating schools by 

members of the research team to observe classroom practice, offer feedback, collect 

interview data and identify items for discussion at the team meetings. In order to 

provide a quantitative measure of achievement, data from tests used customarily by 

the schools were collated, with no additional tests being introduced.

The findings from the project were such that Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, 

and Wiliam (2003) remarked later that the evidence from the research 1998 review 

could finally be supplemented by evidence of enhanced performance on the UK 

national, and on schools’ own, examinations. However, as observed subsequently by 

James and Pedder (2006b), the KMOFAP showed the potential of A/L to extend far 

beyond enhanced performance on traditional tests; indeed, the KMOFAP
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demonstrated that, with appropriate support, teachers and students were willing to risk 

changing time-honoured classroom dynamics, and traditional teacher-student roles, to 

the extent that boundaries between assessment and teaching, and teachers and pupils, 

effectively became blurred:

That was the main message (of A/L -  my insertion). In its fullest expression it 
gives explicit roles to learners, not just to teachers, for instigating teaching and 
learning. Thus students are not merely the objects of their teacher’s 
behaviour, they are animators of their own effective teaching and learning 
processes. This has its clearest embodiment in processes of peer and self- 
assessment when students... become autonomous, independent and active 
learners. When this happens, teaching is no longer the sole preserve of the 
adult teacher; learners are brought into the heart of teaching and learning 
processes and decision making as they adopt pedagogical practices to further 
their own learning and that of their peers. It gives the old expression of being 
‘self-taught’ a new meaning, (p. 28)

Adopting a broader frame of reference, and considering specifically the 

process element of A/L, Black and Wiliam (2006a) remarked that “ ... more generally, 

this work raised questions about the ‘application’ of research to practice and the links 

between this and the professional development of teachers... how teachers take on 

research, adapt it and make it their own....” (p. 24). Significantly, they recalled how 

team discussions following the completion of the programme revealed that, although 

the research team explained that the project was fundamentally concerned with, 

turning research ideas into practice -  a task that could only be completed through the 

classroom-based, trialling of strategies and techniques - participating teachers always 

believed that the research team already knew how to achieve this and were simply 

providing opportunities for teacher self-discovery. One might speculate that this 

reflected teachers’ earlier experiences of CPD that followed more tradition, empirical- 

rational approaches (see Table 3). At the very least it highlighted a point raised in the 

opening chapter of this thesis that the implementation of research, like policy, is 

neither predictable nor linear but rather, as McLaughlin (2006) puts it, 

“ ...implementation is a multi-layered phenomenon, and each layer or level acts on the 

policy as it interprets intention, resources and regulatory framework....” (p. 6). 

Hence, the researchers’ conclusion that an obvious next step would be to consider 

more closely the factors that influence teachers’ uptake of innovations like formative 

assessment.
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The Learning How to Learn Project

Whereas the KMOFAP tried to portray how the findings from formative 

assessment research could be translated into classroom practice, the Learning How to 

Learn (LHTL) project took up the challenge of examining how teachers learn at three, 

inter-related levels: at the level of the classroom, the school, and across internal, 

external and virtual learning networks. Aware that the levels and quality of training 

and collegial interaction experienced during the KMOFAP had been exceptional - and 

therefore unsustainable -  research focus had inevitably shifted to questions about the 

process of A^L and CPD. As outlined by James, Black, McCormick,. Pedder, & 

Wiliam (2006), issues arose that extended beyond the classroom associated with the 

‘rolling out’ or ‘scaling up’ of innovations:

Claims for the effectiveness of Assessment for Learning raise a number of 
questions... which go beyond the classroom. For example, how does one 
spread knowledge and promote change in these specific practices across 
teachers and schools? How can one ‘leverage5 using minimum resource for 
maximum impact? (p. 102)

In response, the four-year (2001-2005) development and research project, 

LHTL, was undertaken, involving forty schools (infant, primary and second level) 

across five, UK local education authorities (LEAs) and a virtual education action 

zone, working collaboratively with researchers from four universities. Building on 

the experiences of KMOFAP, and working with a number of the researchers from this 

project, the principal aim of the LHTL project was to bring “ ...two areas of research 

together in order to investigate the conditions in classrooms and schools, that would 

promote better learning by pupils through the development of AfL practices by 

teachers...’5 (James et al., 2006, p. 103). The logic underpinning this approach was 

that extending and scaling up best practice in formative assessment was entirely 

contingent on gaining greater insight into the kinds of teaching practices that bring 

about effective learning and the nature of professional development and institutional 

cultures that support teachers’ learning of these new practices.

Mixed-methods instruments, including questionnaires to measure antecedent 

and outcome variables, standardised performance measures to gauge student 

achievement, together with more qualitative approaches, such as narrative accounts,
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interviews, document analysis and some video, were employed. No control groups 

were used, based on the decision that the primary focus was on teacher engagement 

with formative assessment interventions, and, less so, on the ‘impact’ of the 

intervention.

Given the interest in this thesis on classroom-level intervention, and a site- 

based teacher learning community as the vehicle for CPD, commentary on the 

findings of this project are limited to the first level of the LHTL project. (For detailed 

reviews of the overall findings of the project, the reader is referred to a special edition 

of Research Papers in Education, 21(2), 2006:

http://www.citeulike.org/iournal/routledg-rredV

A key question that arose in the course of the school-level work was whether, 

in order to effect change in classroom practice, teachers actually need to share their 

underpinning principles of teaching and learning or whether “ ...altering classroom 

practice through the application of certain principles is sufficient” (Marshall & 

Drummond, 2006, p. 135). Noting that although much of the work on formative 

assessment has developed from what might loosely be called a cognitive constructivist 

learning perspective, Marshall and Drummond (2006) suggested that it is also feasible 

to adopt a more situated perspective, as advanced by Putnam and Borko (2002) and 

Lieberman (2008). In this context, in reflecting on what the teachers in the LHTL 

project attempted to achieve, they observed that “...the implementation of AfL in the 

classroom... (is -  my insertion) much more than the application of certain procedures 

-  questioning, feedback, sharing the criteria with the learner and peer and self- 

assessment -  but about the realization of certain principles of teaching and learning 

(Marshall & Drummond, 2006, p. 135), a view also expressed by James and Pedder 

(2006b) in the context of the KMOFAP.

They arrived at a number of important conclusions from reviewing video data, 

cross-referenced with interview data, key among them being that only about 20% of 

the teachers observed employed A/L to the extent that it clearly promoted and 

supported enhanced student autonomy. As a consequence, the researchers proposed 

that the principles of A/L were no longer sufficient to bring about the nature and
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degree of teacher change required and that far greater attention had to be placed on the 

choice of classroom task:

...The four original headings, under which AfL practice was conceived -  
questioning, feedback, sharing criteria and self-assessment -  need revision.... 
The spirit of AfL is instantiated in the way teachers conceptualize and 
sequence the tasks undertaken by pupils in the lesson. The nature of these 
tasks affects all subsequent interactions within the class. Moreover these tasks 
tend to demand ‘high organization based on ideas’ if it is going to help pupils 
become independent learners. (Marshall & Drummond, 2006. p. 147)

One of the implications drawn from this conclusion was that teachers’ beliefs 

about the nature of learning needed to be made explicit through group discussion and 

debate. This was in keeping with teachers’ requests during the KMOFAP for the 

researchers to provide input on learning theories (Black & Wiliam, 2006a). In this 

context, Black and Wiliam (2006a) expressed initial surprise at this request but, upon 

reflection, acknowledged that if teachers were to feel confident in giving constructive 

feedback to students, this presupposed teacher-efficacy in their knowledge of learning 

theories. A second conclusion reached by the LHTL team is particularly interesting im 

the context of discussion in the first section of this literature review on situated 

learning. Specifically it was observed that, depending on teachers’ existing/initial 

beliefs about learning, some teachers embraced the spirit of A/L more easily and 

readily, in part, because they valued student autonomy more but also because they 

adopted a situative perspective on learning. The research team reported that the 

teachers whose practice they categorised as illustrating the spirit of A/L demonstrated 

a “progressive, rather than fixed, view of what went on in any given lesson”:

Neither circumstances nor the disposition of pupils were beyond change.... 
Indeed these provided a challenge to be reflected upon and overcome. Such 
an attitude (gave - my insertion) these teachers a far greater sense of agency 
than those who tended to see constraints in the school culture, the examination 
system or the ability of the pupils. (Marshall & Drummond, 2006, p. 147)

Further light is shed on this and other issues by research conducted in Scotland since 

2001.
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Described as “ ...probably one of the most ambitious developments in Scottish 

education in the past 25 years” (Condie, Livingston, & Seagraves, 2005: 6.1: 

Discussion and Implications), the Assessment is for Learning Programme (AifL) was 

initiated in 2001 by the Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) under the 

aegis of the newly formed Assessment Reform Group. Involving all sectors, pre

school though post-primary, across thirty-two local authorities in Scotland, the 

programme sought to build and expand on the work by Black, Wiliam and colleagues 

in the UK; indeed, members of the team from King’s College, London, provided 

direct support in the initial phases of the work in Scotland. The breadth and scope of 

the programme is evident in the following description from the external evaluators’ 

report of the overall aim of the programme:

Essentially, the AifL Programme was designed to bring together the various 
purposes of assessment into a single coherent framework which would answer 
questions of accountability, standards and monitoring of progress and 
performance but which emphasised the role of assessment in supporting 
individual pupils’ learning in the classroom. This meant reviewing existing 
practice, including national testing and monitoring procedures, as well as 
introducing and developing new ideas and strategies within schools. In the 
event, 10 projects were identified which, together, addressed the aims of the 
programme. (Condie et al., 2005:1.3)

The ten component projects are listed in Appendix B, together with brief 

descriptors of each. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to review in detail the 

work of the AifL programme, two of the design features are particularly noteworthy. 

First, in keeping with the KMOFAP and the LHTL project, the Scottish programme 

adopted a collaborative approach to the work, engaging the expertise of policy

makers, researchers and practitioners. Although this aspect of the programme 

reported varied success that was attributed to the attitudes and inclinations of those 

involved, the inclusion of researchers beyond their customary involvement at the 

design and/or evaluation stages of such projects, served to highlight the potential 

which such alliances might offer.

A second interesting feature of the AifL programme was its approach to 

policy-implementation and the issue of scalability, in particular. The combination of

The Assessment is fo r  Learning Programme
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a top-down, bottom-up model facilitated the conception and instigation of the 

individual projects at national level, within an overall national framework. 

Additionally, it allowed for the fielding of the implementation of the projects to 

interested schools, supported in turn by LEAs, to undertake action-research-like, site- 

based, projects, intended to produce final case-study reports. Local implementation 

was supported by the provision of project bursaries from SEED funding to release 

teachers (substitution costs), purchase resource materials or provide professional 

development opportunities, as determined and prioritised by individual schools and 

school clusters.

The evaluation of this programme, which began shortly after it was launched 

in schools, sought to trace the individual and collective success of the implementation 

of the ten projects to realise the overall objectives of the initiative. Summarising the 

overall evaluation conclusions, the evaluators highlighted various aspects of the work 

that proved successful, many of which reinforced those of previous research. 

Specifically, the value of small-scale, site-based projects, in which funded teacher 

learning communities were established to encourage and sustain changes in teaching 

and learning was noted. Moreover, in keeping with the LHTL project, it was reported 

that change was more likely to take place where teachers were convinced of the merits 

and potential of the innovation, where emphasis was placed on the reality of their* 

classroom experiences (i.e. situated learning) and reflected their day-to-day concerns 

about teaching and learning (Marshall & Drummond, 2006). In this context, the 

importance of ‘hot’ information in generating interest and commitment, defined as 

“ ...feedback and advice from colleagues and other practitioners...” was deemed to be 

“ ...far more relevant and immediate (and trustworthy) than when presented with 

‘cold’ information in printed reports, and guidelines” (Condie et al., 2005).

One of the more pertinent projects within this programme, from the 

perspective of this thesis, was the Support for Professional Practice in Formative 

Assessment project, the first listed in Appendix B. Involving four groups of eight or 

nine schools, from primary and post-primary sectors - which received routine support 

from a development officer, third level personnel and occasional contributions from 

the KMOFAP staff - this project recorded interesting findings regarding its impact on 

students. For example, a significant difference was reported in the visibility and
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impact of the project between primary, secondary and special schools, with the 

proportion of participating staff being reportedly higher in primary and special 

schools. This is an important finding which points to the need to be cautious about 

making generisations about the implementation of formative assessment across 

different school levels.

More generally, staff responses in the ‘field visit schools’ to an evaluative 

rating scale attested to the overall success of the project: success in improving pupil 

learning and motivation (89%), the quality of students' work (88%), attainment (78%), 

learning skills (94%), concentration (83%) and behaviour (55%), with 77% of staff 

reporting an enhanced learning climate in their schools (Condie et al., 2005). From 

teachers’ perspectives, greater awareness of children’s individual needs was noted, as 

well as increased personal motivation, confidence and enjoyment of the teaching role. 

These positive findings were linked to the nature of the supports provided during the 

project, including time release to engage in the action research cycle of planning, 

preparing, reflecting and evaluating intervention strategies, in addition to school 

cultures, organisational and management structures that supported and encouraged 

innovation.

Yet, challenges similar to those identified by teachers in the KMOFAP 

emerged, ranging from the nature and extent of change in pedagogical approaches 

required to implement A/L as intended, to tension arising from the conflicting 

demands of formative and summative assessment. Indeed, one of the more 

fundamental challenges to emerge from across the range of projects in the AifL 

programme was the difficulty encountered by teachers in going beyond surface 

engagement with strategies and techniques of A/L. As reported:

For some teachers, getting to grips with formative assessment, with its 
implications for the way children learn and teachers teach, was disconcerting, 
while others saw only opportunities. Where it was taken on board and 
fundamental changes in practice occurred, important changes included: better 
understanding of pupils’ learning; improved dialogue with pupils and parents; 
and better feedback. Some did not engage with the deeper issues and adopted 
some of the strategies and routines (e.g. traffic lights, two stars and a wish and 
wait time) more superficially, without really engaging with the underpinning 
theories and philosophies. (Condie et al., 2005)
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However, the evaluators cautioned that challenges - particularly in terms of 

scalability - remained. In fact, the observation that implementation was ‘patchy’ 

served to highlight a potential drawback of engaging a combined bottom-up, top- 

down, policy implementation approach; specifically, it emerged that the degree of 

choice afforded made it difficult to generalise across the programme subsequently 

and/or to derive general principles from the overall findings. As the evaluators noted, 

what appears relevant and appropriate at the start-up phase of an initiative may not 

translate easily into longer-term implementation approaches:

Where projects were taken on board in this spirit, they were successful and 
benefits accrued to pupils, parents and teachers, as relevant. It is a process that 
is generally considered an appropriate one for small-scale change, for the 
seeding of new practices within a community which will grow more widely. It 
has been successful, but at the cost of generalisability across Scotland. 
However, to revert to more traditional approaches of top-down delivery 
requiring implementation will run the risk of loosing goodwill and 
commitment. The challenge to SEED and to local authorities is to encourage 
networks of practitioners who will continue to challenge, to encourage 
reflection and to promote change in schools. (Condie et al., 2005)

What is at issue here is, in effect, the process of A/L, and specifically, the 

issue of devising a system of CPD that balances choice and opportunities for site- 

based, situated learning with the creation of self-sustaining, local action networks that 

will maintain the momentum once the initial round of intensive support is scaled back. 

In similar vein, reflecting on the KMOFAP, the AifL programme in Scotland and the 

LHTL projects, Black and Wiliam (2006a) warned that, such was the specificity of 

each project, that the replicability of the initiative and the generalisability of their 

findings were issues that had to be handled with caution. However, they also argued 

that certain lessons seemed to be universal:

The experience so far of schools basing their own innovations on the existing 
findings of results from research and from recently developed practice is that a 
sustained commitment over at least two years is needed, that evaluation and 
feedback have to be build in to any plan and that any teachers involved need 
strong support, both from colleagues and from their school leadership, (p. 23)

This is the challenge that was taken up by the Keeping Learning on Track 

(KLOT) project in the USA, under the steerage of Dylan Wiliam, the final initiative to 

be considered at length in this review.
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The Keeping Learning on Track Project

Building on the experiences of the KMOFAP project, Black and Wiliam 

(2006b) articulated a tentative theory of A/L that they hoped would guide further, 

comparable research and help them conceptualise the dynamic changes that 

accompany the introduction of formative assessment in classrooms. Leveraging a 

situative perspective, and, specifically, the concept of a community of practice as 

advanced by Lave and Wenger (1991), they proposed that effective implementation of 

A/L in the classroom necessitated changes in:

• The way teachers and students interact with subject matter from a one-way 

delivery model to a two-way, interactional relationship;

• The teacher’s role, from a focus on teaching to a focus on learning;

• The student’s role, from receptivity to activity;

• The student-teacher relationship, from adversaries to collaborators.

In turn, Wiliam and Thompson (2006) argued that if the A/L ideas were to be 

scalable, i.e. introduced widely and with integrity - so that the kinds of changes 

described could be achieved - then much greater clarity would be required in relation 

to the kinds of practices that do, and do not, constitute formative assessment. Wiliam 

(2007) remarked that while the flood of publications that followed the research 

reviews evidencing the potential of formative assessment - if implemented well - to 

impact student learning was predictable, in many cases, the assignment of the term 

‘formative’ was not always legitimate or warranted:

It is not legitimate... to claim that the existing research indicates that such use 
of standardized benchmark assessment will raise student achievement.... 
Although common assessments, benchmark assessments, interim assessments, 
and the like play an important role in monitoring student progress and 
providing system-level support information for policymakers, there is no 
evidence at this time that such assessments increase student achievement.... 
Instead of putting their faith in such solutions, schools need to implement the 
kind of formative assessment that research clearly supports, (p. 36)

In seeking to clarify this issue, Wiliam (2007) proposed a typology of formative 

assessments, categorised according to the type, focus and length or duration of time,
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as shown in Table 9 in order to make a key point, which is that, currently, there is no 

evidence that supports the use of long-cycle ‘formative’ assessment; all of the existing 

research is based on studies of medium, and short-cycle, assessment.

Table 9.

A Typology of Formative Assessment (Adaptedfrom Wiliam, 2007)

Long-cycle Across marking periods, 
quarters, semesters, years

4 weeks to 1 year

Medium-cycle Within and between 
instructional units

1 to 4 weeks

Short-cycle:

s  Day-by-day 
* Minute-by-minute

Within and between lessons

24 to 48 hours 
5 seconds to 2 hours

This should not, however, be interpreted simply in temporal terms. As 

observed in reviews of previous studies: “ ...the vision of formative assessment... 

involves more than adding “extra” assessment events to the flow of teaching and 

learning” (Wiliam & Thompson, 2006, p. 5). Indeed, it is notable that whereas 

reviews prior to, and/or included by Black and Wiliam (1998a) focused on the 

functions of feedback and, more particularly, the nature of feedback that supported 

learning, subsequent work reviewed previously in this chapter evidences an increasing 

acceptance that A/L demands nothing short of a complete overhaul and renegotiation 

of the classroom contract:

In a classroom where assessment is used with the primary function of 
supporting learning, the divide between instruction and assessment becomes 
blurred. Everything students do, such as conversing in groups, completing 
seatwork, answering questions, asking questions, working on projects, handing 
in homework assignments -  even sitting silently and looking confused -  is a 
potential source of information about what they do and do not understand. 
The teacher who is consciously using assessment to support learning takes in 
this information, analyses it, and makes instructional decisions that address the 
understandings and misunderstandings that are revealed. In this approach, 
assessment is no longer understood to be a thing or an event (such as a test or a 
quiz); rather, it becomes an ongoing, cyclical process that is woven into the 
minute-to-minute and day-by-day life of the classroom. (Wiliam & 
Thompson, 2007. 5)
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Hence, Thompson and Wiliam’s (2007) expression of what they termed the 

“big idea”, reproduced below as in the original:

Students and teachers
Using evidence of learning

To adapt immediate learning needs
Minute-by-minute and day-by-day. (p. 6)

Distinguishing between the roles of teachers, students and their peers, and 

drawing on Ramaprasad’s (1983) concept o f ‘closing the gap’, Thompson and Wiliam 

(2007, p. 7) ‘unpacked the big idea’ and the five key strategies of formative 

assessment as shown in Table 10.

Table 10.

Aspects of Assessment for Learning (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007)

SfüÜSI^ : ^ h ^ é ^ ^ :;lealrner is going;! IW here the learherisrigh t n o w ; :rH o w to g e t there 1
fóTeacheiftí:

t e s i
» » P ip
t e i

Clarifying and sharing 
learning intentions and criteria 
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Understanding and sharing 
learning intentions and criteria 

for success

Engineering effective classroom 
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and tasks that elicit evidence of 

learning

Activating students as instructioi 
another

Providing feedback 
that moves learners 

forward

nal resources for one
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Understanding learning 

intentions and criteria for 
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Activating students as the owners of their own learning

However, collaborating with teachers involved in the Keeping Learning on 

Track (KLOT) project in the United States led to the realisation that “ ...these generic 

strategies offer a necessary but still insufficient framework...” to guide the practical 

implementation of A/L (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 7). Arising, in part, from 

differences between teachers’ craft knowledge (know how) and knowledge of 

universal truths (know why), it was determined that much greater specificity was 

required in relation to the concrete teaching and learning techniques that manifest the 

five core strategies (see Appendix C). However, as Wiliam (2008) observed some 

time later, even with strategies and techniques in place, there are significant hurdles to 

be overcome:
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When you’ve been doing something one way half a million times, doing it 
another way is going to be pretty difficult! That’s the bad news. The good 
news is that, if a school understands just how hard effective formative 
assessment is to implement and puts the right supports in place, the necessary 
changes are achievable in every classroom. But to bring these changes about, 
schools need to make sustained investments in a new kind of teacher 
professional development, (p. 37)

Hence, the KLOT project was designed, chiefly, as a teacher professional 

development programme with a firm focus “...on the black box of day-to-day 

instruction as the central axis of capacity building efforts” (Thompson & Wiliam, 

2007, p. 3). As outlined, it comprises three core components:

• A content component {what we would like teachers to learn about and adopt as 
a central feature of their teaching practice): minute-by-minute and day-by-day;

• A process component {how we support teachers to learn about and adopt 
assessment for learning as a central part of their everyday practice): an 
ongoing program of school-based collaborative professional learning;

• An empirical/theoretical component {why we expect teachers to adopt 
assessment for learning as a central part of their everyday practice, and the 
outcomes we expect to see if they do): intervention’s theory of action 
buttressed by empirical research.

Assuming both the content {what% and empirical (why), components of the 

programme to have been detailed sufficiently at this point, focus shifts now to look 

more closely at the process {how) component of KLOT, beginning with the authors’ 

description of the logic behind their ‘scaling-up’ model.

Delivering AfL at Scale

While it was readily acknowledged that the KMOFAP - in which participants 

were selected on the basis of personal interest coupled with the support of Local 

Educational Authorities - was not generalisable to other contexts, the KLOT project 

embraced this as its principal challenge. Moreover, in describing the challenge of 

scaling up, due recognition was given to the perennial issues of teacher isolation and 

the privacy of classroom practice:

Scaling up a classroom-based intervention isn’t like gearing up factory 
machinery to produce more or better cars. Scaling up an intervention in a



million classrooms (roughly the number of teachers in the U.S.) is a different 
kind of challenge. Not only is the sheer number of classrooms daunting, the 
complexity of the systems in which classrooms exist, the separateness of these 
classrooms, and the private nature of the activity of teaching mean that each 
and every teacher has to “get it” and “do it” right, all on their own. No one 
else can do it for them, just as no one else can do students’ learning for them. 
No matter how good the intervention’s theory of action, no matter how well 
designed its components, the design and implementation effort will be wasted 
if it doesn’t actually improve teachers’ practices -  in all the diverse contexts in 
which they work, and with a high level of quality. This is the challenge of 
scaling up. (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 1)

in responding to these challenges, Thompson and Goe (2006) identified a 

number of reasons why teacher learning communities seem to be “ ...particularly 

functional vehicles...” (pp. 6-7) to support teacher learning about AJL. First, they 

argued that given teachers’ requirement for high level professional judgement to 

implement formative assessment, recourse to school-based expert personnel is an 

attractive option. Second, they suggested that site-based, teacher learning 

communities, if set up and sustained well, by their very nature offer the kind of 

sustained, developmental, personalised, situated support that research suggests is 

needed for real change to occur. Third, they proposed that teacher learning 

communities provide a safe environment for teachers to disclose gaps in their 

knowledge and understanding, thereby “.. .supporting teachers in converting the broad 

assessment for learning strategies into “lived” practices within their specific subjects 

and classrooms” (Thompson & Goe, 2006, p. 6).

The genesis of the idea of using school-based, teacher learning communities as 

the vehicle for delivering effective, scalable, CPD resulted from a series of research 

initiatives in the US over a period of five to six years and, in particular, the discovery 

that .the content of assessment for learning was not the only content that (they -  my 

insertion) needed to convey explicitly to teachers and school leaders” (Thompson & 

Goe, 2006, p. 22). Figure 8 overleaf conceptualises these two content areas within a 

two-by-two matrix, the argument being that an effective and scalable programme of 

teacher professional development would need to attend to each of the four quadrants.
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KLOT: Content Areas and Learning Phases (Thompson & Goe, 2006)

In cataloguing their learning since 2003, and their work with hundreds of U.S. 

schools in multiple-districts across the socio-economic divide, Thompson and Goe

(2006) made reference to “ ...the staggered rate...” (p. 9) of their own learning about 

the need to attend explicitly to both the content and process elements of A/L. 

Significantly, they recounted how they progressed from delivering, three-day 

workshops to groups of teachers, with a singular focus on transferring their 

knowledge of the A^L principles, strategies and techniques, without any reference to 

how this might be supported and maintained within individual schools (Quadrant A), 

to the point where they realised that “ ...just as there is an implicit classroom contract, 

there is an implicit school contract, and that contract has not, historically, supported 

teachers to be learners” (Thompson & Goe, 2006, p. 9), (Quadrant B). This led, 

ultimately, to the development by the research team of a series of content modules, 

each comprising the directions and materials for guiding the conduct of school-based, 

ninety-minute meetings on A^L. The modules were introduced to nominated school- 

based teacher leaders, who attended regionally based, monthly meetings, facilitated by 

the research team, as part of a cascaded model of CPD (Quadrant C). The leaders 

were supported and trained in content and process knowledge, with a view to them 

facilitating month to six-weekly meetings in their individual schools with teaching 

colleagues (Quadrant D). Each module followed a uniform design style, the aim 

being to maintain the fidelity of the A^L message as it filtered down from the 

originators of the ideas through to the classroom implementation, thereby anticipating 

one of the key challenges of using TLCs at scale.
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The work, as outlined, has been evolving rapidly and the impact of this work 

on student achievement is currently unavailable. However, clear messages regarding 

organising, facilitating and sustaining professional learning communities focused on 

AJL have emerged; these have been distilled and presented in Table 11.

Table 11.

Facilitating and Sustaining TLCs (Adapted from Thompson & Wiliam, 2007)

Practical Suggestions ^ Plan for the teacher learning community to run for at least 
two years 

✓ Start with volunteers
*  Meet monthly for at least 75 minutes 
^ Aim for a group size of 8-10
s  Try to group teachers with similar assignments
*  Establish building-based groups
^ Require teachers to make detailed, modest, individual 

action plans
Guiding Questions for 
an Action Plan

*  What is one thing that you will find easy to change? What
difference do you expect it to make to your practice?

. ✓ What is one thing that you would like to change that will 
require support? What help would you need?

*  What other change would you like to make later on in the
year? What help might you need?

*  What will you do differently or stop doing to implement
these changes?

Guidelines for running TLC 
Meetings

*  Introduction (5-10 minutes): Agree on aims of the meeting 
& move to agenda

*  How’s It Going (30-50 minutes): the “active ingredient” of 
the meetings in which each participant summarises their 
previous month’s work and receives the groups’ support 
and advice on how to progress

v New learning about formative assessment (25-40 minutes): 
focusing on the introduction of new ideas to the group

*  Personal action planning (10-15 minutes): participant think 
through, in detail, their plan for the next month

*  Review of the meeting (5 minutes): meeting review in the 
context of the original aims and objectives.

This work has significant import for this study; consequently, it is revisited in 

Chapter 3. However, more generally, it is important to note at this point the influence 

exerted by international research on A/L and CPD on recent Irish-based initiatives.

A/L in the Irish Context

The collective influence of the literature reviews undertaken, and the research 

studies initiated in their wake, is evidenced in a growing body of research studies 

being undertaken at both post-graduate (e.g. Cahillane McGovern, 2006; Lee, 2008),
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and national levels. An initiative spearheaded by the NCCA, in which an English and 

a geography teacher from each of ten post primary schools in counties Cork and Sligo 

were supported by local Education Centres to pilot A/L strategies with their first year 

students, deserves particular attention at this juncture.

Facilitated by the establishment of two, teacher networks and the development 

of a web portal, this year-long project offered teachers an initial, three-day, training 

input on “ ...the broad outline of assessment for learning in the classroom...” 

including “ ...a menu of in-class approaches from which the participants might 

choose” (NCCA, 2005a, p. 4) to support their use of A/L in the classroom and, in turn, 

the reporting of student progress to parents.

An initial progress review, based on qualitative data spanning the period 2003- 

2004, indicated that teachers reported the introduction of a range of A/L strategies, 

with a notable preference for sharing learning intentions and comment-only marking. 

In keeping with previous research (e.g. Butler, 1998), variations in feedback yielded 

mixed results, with “more able students” (NCCA, 2005a, p. 7) pressing for traditional 

graded feedback. Effects on learners were noted in terms of teachers’ perceptions of 

“...a generally positive impact on the involvement and motivation of learners...” 

including “ ...hitherto reluctant learners...” (NCCA, 2005a, pp. 7-8). One of the most 

significant findings of the study, perhaps, were teachers’ perceptions of the ease with 

which A/L was assimilated into daily practice, leading to the conclusion being drawn 

that “ ...the assessment for learning approaches recommended to the teachers who 

participated in the NCCA initiative (were -  my insertion) intuitive and flexible and 

(could -  my insertion) be adapted easily to a range of subject disciplines in an Irish 

context” (NCCA, 2005a, p. 12). Given the frequent and over-lapping challenges 

reported in evaluations of previous A/L studies in the UK and US, detailed previously 

in this chapter, this conclusion is unexpected and suggests a need for further research, 

perhaps employing more rigorous research tools, to support in-depth, classroom-based 

analysis of the nature and degree of the implementation being undertaken.
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Summary o f Literature Review: Part 2

This chapter was presented in two parts, the first focusing on teacher 

professional development, in the context of developments in thinking regarding 

theories of learning, the second offering a selective review of the literature on 

assessment. Further to the key themes identified in section one, a number of 

important issues have.emerged in relation to the literature and research on assessment.

First, as a warranted approach to effecting change in teaching and learning that 

has enjoyed considerable success worldwide, A/L provides both an educational 

imperative and a research rationale for undertaking similar work in Ireland, 

particularly with young children from disadvantaged backgrounds who may be 

described as perennial low-achievers.

Second, despite a range of interventions in recent years - in the UK and the US 

in particular - that adopted a variety of innovative strategies and research approaches 

to address both the process and content challenges of CPD and A/L, significant 

challenges remain. These include issues in relation to how teachers variously 

implement formative assessment (according to the letter or spirit of A/L) and the 

extent to which this is determined by teachers’ underlying beliefs about teaching and 

learning, through to issues of the generalisability of research findings and the 

scalability of CPD that maintains the integrity of A/L, on the one hand, while 

affording teachers the opportunity to engage in sustained, situated learning, on the 

other.

Third, there is a notable silence in the literature reviewed in relation to core 

issues such as the evolving profile and role of the facilitator of CPD; while it is 

readily acknowledged that the kind of expert support provided by researchers as part 

of the KMOFAP was unrealistic, the burden placed on teacher-leaders in the KLOT 

project requires further exploration if the approach is to prove tenable for a wider 

audience. An associated concern relates to the degree of support and pressure that 

needs to be applied in order to ensure that top-down and bottom-up initiatives, such as 

those introduced in Scotland, enjoy more uniform success.



For a further elaboration on these issues, the reader is directed to Appendix D 

which offers a distillation of a review by Gardner (2008) of the conclusions drawn by 

the Analysis and Review of Innovations in Assessment (ARIA) project in relation to 

initiatives and developments in assessment in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland.

Conclusion: Towards a Conceptual Framework for the Study

As promised at the outset, this chapter concludes by introducing the 

conceptual framework for the study, defined as “ .. .the system of concepts, 

assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories that supports and informs research” 

(Maxwell, 2005b, p. 33). According to Eisenhart (1991), the primary function of a 

conceptual framework is to justify “ ...the concepts chosen for 

investigation/interpretation, and any anticipated relationships between them... given 

the research problem under investigation” (p. 209). As employed in this context, the 

framework depicted in Table 12 overleaf is intended to bridge the research questions 

identified in the opening chapter, with the literature review conducted here, to inform 

the research study outlined in the next chapter.

Progressing upwards from the foot of the table, attention is drawn to the 

contextual issues from which the research topic emerged, through the particular 

interpretation of the challenges drawn, to the research questions posed. In turn, the 

underlying theories and guiding concepts, derived in the main from this literature 

review, informed the assumption of a number of key relationships and expectations 

about the potential impact of an A/L intervention on teachers’ knowledge, skills and 

attitudes and children’s reading achievement. These assumptions are based on a range 

of assumptions and beliefs that are outlined in full in the next chapter, which details 

the study design and methodology.
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Table 12.

Conceptual Framework for the Study

Assumptions:
Ontological
Epistemological
Methodological

Beliefs:
Ethical Concerns
Personal Knowledge, Experience,
Values & Beliefs
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. CHAPTER 3 

THESIS DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Introduction

It has been argued that a frank articulation of the conceptual framework of a 

research study, defined as “ ...the system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, 

beliefs, and theories that supports and informs... research...” (Maxwell, 2005b, p. 33) 

is often missing in doctoral dissertations and that this is inherently problematic given 

that it is nigh impossible for any research to be a-theoretical. Referring specifically to 

doctoral work, Lester (2005) observes that very often there is .a lack of attention to 

clarifying and justifying why a particular question is proposed to be studied in a 

particular way and why certain factors (e.g. concepts, behaviors, attitudes, societal 

forces) are more important than others” (p. 460). As a consequence, the reader has to 

infer, amongst other things, the rationale for the research design and choice of 

methods.

Taking cognisance of these views, the introductory chapter of this thesis 

sought to contextualise the study, with a view to clarifying the scope of the work and 

the manner in which the research problem was interpreted. In turn, the previous 

chapter reviewed and assessed a selection of research on Assessment for  Learning, 

teacher professional development and learning theory, with a view to developing a 

robust conceptual framework for the research. This was presented in the preceding 

pages. The broad aim of this third chapter, then, is to focus on the study itself and to 

introduce the research design and methods employed to test the research hypotheses, 

in the context of an appropriate research paradigm.

Organisation of the Chapter

The chapter is presented in three parts. Following an initial reminder of the 

research problem and hypotheses, the relationship between three dominant research 

paradigms - their ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions - and 

their associated theoretical frameworks, is considered. This sets the stage for an
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introduction to the underlying interpretive/constructivist paradigm that guided this 

work, and the mixed methods design employed. This is followed by an overview of 

the research study itself that culminates in a discussion on the issues of quality 

control, validity, reliability and ethics. The chapter is grounded in contemporary 

dialogues on the merits and demerits of mixed methods research, in a post-modern, 

post-positivist tradition.

From Research Problem to Research Hypotheses

As explained in the opening chapter, the research problem was interpreted as 

being fundamentally one of a lack of research knowledge and practical acumen in the 

Irish context regarding (a) the potential of A/L to effect improvements in children’s 

learning and (b) how best to develop teachers’ assessment literacy through CPD so 

that they would feel empowered to embrace the spirit, and not just the letter, of the 

pedagogy. Following on from the literature review and the exposition of a conceptual 

framework for the study, a set of research questions emerged which are now presented 

as research hypotheses:

1. A nine-month, school-based intervention, employing Assessment for Learning 

principles and practice, would make a quantitative difference (i.e. effect size) 

to the reading achievement of a target group of children when compared to a 

similar cohort not involved in the intervention;

2. There would be a discernible, positive impact on children’s attitudes, 

motivation and approaches to reading;

3. Using the medium of a site-based, teacher learning community to provide a 

professional development programme on Assessment for Learning would have 

a positive impact on teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to A/L and, in 

turn, how, they teach reading.



Research Paradigms

In designing the study, cognizance was taken of the ongoing international 

debate on what constitutes good research and evidence in education (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 1999; Eisenhart, 2005; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2007). In this context, careful consideration was given to the role of 

research paradigms, the contrasting ontological, epistemological and methodological 

assumptions on which they are premised, and the import of these perspectives for 

research in the social sciences. These ideas and themes impacted significantly on the 

design of this study, given the contrasting but complementary nature of the 

hypotheses: the first two requiring a quantitative response, the third a qualitative one. 

As a consequence, a mixed methods approach was employed, in keeping with an 

interpretive/constructivist paradigm, the rationale for which is now presented.

Paradigm Wars and the Incompatibility Thesis

Coined originally by Kuhn (1970) in his seminal work, The Structure of 

Scientific Revolution, the term ‘paradigm’ has survived in current research literature 

to describe: . _ *

...A set of very general philosophical assumptions about the nature of the 
world (ontology) and how we can understand it (epistemology), assumptions 
that tend to be shared by researchers working in a specific field or tradition. 
Paradigms also typically include specific methodological strategies linked to 
these assumptions, and identify particular studies that are seen as exemplifying 
these assumptions and methods. (Maxwell, 2005b, p. 36)

For more than a century, research in the social sciences has been dogged by 

vociferous debate and dispute between researchers, peaking in the “paradigm wars” 

(Maxwell, 2005b) of the 1980s. Characteristic of these wars were the polarised views 

on quantitative and qualitative methods, articulated by positivist “ and 

interpretive/constructivist purists, with each side advancing their particular approach 

as ideal for social research. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that these purists 

“...implicitly if not explicitly...” advocated “...the incompatibility thesis... which 

posits that qualitative and quantitative research paradigms, including their associated 

methods cannot and should not be mixed” (p. 14). Hence the emergence of two

97



distinct research cultures, one trumpeting the “hard” evidence to be derived from 

scientific, causal research, the other promising richer, more nuanced knowledge, from 

approaches such as ethnography and observational studies.

In response to the extreme polarisation of the debate, recent years have 

witnessed calls for some sort of rapprochement between the two sides; as a 

consequence, a third research paradigm has been proposed that seeks to shift the focus 

from metaphysical to methodological concerns, based on the argument that adopting a 

“...needs-based or contingency approach...” frees researchers to “ ...create designs 

that effectively answer their research questions...” instead of following 

“ .. .completely... either the qualitative or quantitative paradigm” (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 20).

In attempting to capture the import of these debates, and their implications for 

choosing a research paradigm to guide the work of this study, Table 13 was prepared. 

Drawing from the work of Lather (1992), Sparkes (1992) and Eisenhart (1991), Table 

13 is intended to serve a dual purpose. First, it seeks to illuminate the distinctions in 

philosophical approaches exemplified by the three paradigms regarding the nature of 

knowledge (epistemology), the relationship between the researcher and knowledge 

(ontology), and the implications of adopting particular epistemological and 

ontological perspectives for researchers’ methodological approaches. Second, it aims 

to link the three paradigms, and their underlying concepts and approaches, to three 

kinds of research frameworks, thereby demonstrating that a researcher’s choice of 

framework is not arbitrary, but reflects important personal beliefs and understandings 

about the nature of knowledge, how it exists (in the metaphysical sense) in relation to 

the observer, and the possible roles to be adopted, and tools to be employed 

consequently, by the researcher in his/her work.
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Table 13.

Research Paradigms and Theoretical Frameworks

Paradigms

i I
Empirical/Positivist Interpretive/Constructivist Critical/Emancipatory

E xperim ental 
Q uasi-experim ental 

C orre la tional 
C ausal com parative 

Q uantita tive

N aturalistic 
Phenom enological 

H erm eneutic 
Sym bolic In terac tion  

E thnographic 
Q ualitative

N eo-M arx ist 
F em in ist 

R ace specific  
F re irean  

Partic ipa to ry  
T ransfo rm ative

? Paradigms: Ontological. Epistemological and Methodological Assumptions (Adaptéd>frofh

/. Ontological Assumptions
E x te rn a l-R e al ist Internal-Ideal ist. R e la tiv ist E x te rnal-R ealis t or Internal Idealist

2. Epistemological Assumptions
Q bjec tiv is t, D ualis t Subjectivist; In terac tive S ubjectiv ist; Interactive

3. Methodological Assumptions
N om o th e tic

E xperim ental
M anipu la tive

Ideographic
H erm eneutical

D ialectical

Ideograph ic
Partic ipato ry

T ransform ative

I Theoretical: A skeletal 
structure o f  explanation

- R elies on  form al theory , 
i.e. it is “ ...c o n s tru c te d  by 
using an es tab lished , 
coheren t ex p lan a tio n  o f  
certa in  phenom ena and 
re la tio n sh ip s... ”
(E isenhart, 1991, p. 205);
- Signing up to  an 
es tab lished  theo ry  m eans 
the resea rch er is bound  by 
the co nven tions o f  
argum ent and
ex p erim en ta tion  associa ted  
w ith the theory.

2. Conceptual: A skeletal structure o f justification

- “ ...A n  argum ent that the concepts chosen  for 
investigation/in terpretation , and any an ticipated  
relationships am ong them , will be appropriate  and 
useful, given the research  problem  under 
in v e s tig a tio n ...” (Eisenhart, 1991, p. 209);
- In com m on w ith T heoretical fram ew orks, the 
fram ew ork may be “ ...b ased  on d ifferen t theories and 
various aspects o f  p ractitioner know ledge, depend ing  on 
exactly  w hat the researcher thinks (and can argue) will 
be relevant and im portant to address about a research  
problem , at a given point in tim e and g iven  the sta te -o f- 
the-art regarding the research question  (E isenhart, 1991, 
p. 209);
- U nlike either theoretical or p ractical fram ew orks, these 
fram ew orks “ ...a re  not constructed o f  steel g irders m ade 
o f  theoretical propositions or p ractical experiences; 
instead  they  are like scaffoldings o f  w ooden  p lanks that 
take the form  o f  argum ents about w hat is re levan t to 
study and w h y .. .” (Eisenhart, 1991, pp. 2 1 0 - 2 1 1 ) .

3. Practical: A skeletal structure 
o f accumulated knowledge

- R esearch  p roblem s that focus on 
“ ...p ro b le m s that really  pay o ff  for 
p rac titio n e rs” (E isenhart, 1991, p. 
207);
- N ot in fo rm ed  by form al theory but 
by the accum ulated  practical 
know ledge (ideas) o f  practitioners 
and adm in istra to rs , the findings o f  
prev ious research  and often the 
v iew po in ts o f  politic ians and public 
opin ion;
- R esearch  hypotheses and questions 
derived  from  this know ledge base
- R esearch  resu lts used to support, 
ex tend  and rev ise  the practice.
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It should be noted that the linkages made between the three research 

paradigms and the three research frameworks in Table 13 are intended to be loosely 

interpreted; they do not represent a ‘direct fit’ but they do help to indicate broadly 

how theoretical and conceptual frameworks differ and, in turn, how these differences 

reflect contrasting philosophical and methodological persuasions. Moreover, they 

serve to signal the link between current calls for some sort of rapprochement between 

these paradigms and the early work of Eisenhart (1991), who highlighted the 

implications of adopting particular paradigmatic approaches for the design of research 

studies. Indeed, these issues have particular currency in the context of the relentless 

demand from policy-makers for evidence-based research, premised on the belief that 

the success of education policies depends on the availability of warranted, scientific 

knowledge about how to improve instruction. As Raudenbush (2005) explains:

...Causal effects of instructional interventions belong at the heart of the 
current policy research agenda in education and... randomized experiments 
are the best way to warrant these effects.... However, ... such experiments are 
insufficient to achieve the aims of this agenda.... A knowledge gap needs to 
be addressed so that educators can act on incentives and use resources in ways 
that will supply students with coherent and effective instruction. It follows 
that identifying, testing, and warranting the effectiveness of strategies for 
instruction is currently the central task of applied research in education, (pp. 
26-27)

The search for warranted interventions and/or evidence-based teaching and 

learning strategies, however, presents education researchers with formidable design 

challenges that pivot around the issue of how evidence is to be constructed and 

understood. As Cochran-Smith (2006) warns, there is a lot at stake:

...The danger is a too narrow version of evidence grounded in “scientific 
research” as causal studies only... (when, what is required is -  my insertion) 
...a perspective on evidence that includes but is not limited to clinical trials 
and a broad and inclusive view of science that includes but is not limited to the 
investigation of causal questions.... Perhaps this could be along the lines of... 
a “postpositivist” perspective on science that incorporates experimental 
research as well as qualitative research, with the latter accepted on its own 
terms rather than forced into an overarching framework governed by the 
assumptions of the former, (p. 11)

This argument complements the call by Eisenhart (2005) for a “science plus” 

approach to education research, based on the rationale that “ ...qualitative studies are
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likely to offer more, not less, that quantitative studies to scientific research in 

education” (p. 55). In response, Cochran-Smith (2006) introduced the term “evidence 

plus” recently to highlight the need for teacher education to be informed “ ...by a 

wealth of critical and theoretical enquiry... in particular, ...the large bodies of work 

that now exist about teacher learning in communities....” (p. 11).

Calls for evidence/science plus inquiry sit well with the conclusion drawn in 

the previous chapter of this thesis highlighting the need for research that would 

prioritise the impact of CPD on teachers’ classroom practices as well as student 

learning (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Loucks-Horsley & Matsumoto, 1999), without 

bifurcating the integrity of the teaching-learning process (Marcos & Tillema, 2006). 

Specifically, these calls helped to rationalise the view taken in this thesis that a purely 

empirical/positivist paradigm - although appropriate to the quantitative inquiry 

undertaken in response to Hypotheses 1 and 2 - would not have provided a useful 

frame for Hypothesis 3, given that its primary focus was neither to predict nor test 

teachers’ behaviour. In like manner, a critical/emancipatory approach was ruled out 

on the basis that no attempt was being made to investigate, or influence, the power 

relationships within the TLC. In this context, an interpretive/constructivist framework 

- endorsing the view that each individual would construct his/her own reality, and 

assign different meaning to their experiences of participation in the TLC on the basis 

of personal/professional life experiences - was considered more suited to this element 

of the research. However, the need to apply a rigorous quantitative approach to test 

Hypotheses 1 and 2 necessitated the employment of a mixed methods approach, as 

outlined in Figure 9, which is inherently compatible with an interpretive/constructivist 

paradigm and the delivery of rich data anticipated by a science-plus/evidence 

philosophy.

Mixed Methods Research Typologies

Recent work by Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007), and Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2001), serve to reinforce the belief that “ ...epistemological and 

paradigmatic ecumenicalism is within reach” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2001, p. 15) 

by proposing a mixed methods classificatory systems highlighting how the criteria 

outlined by Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib, & Rupert (2007) may be variously
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configured. As explained, mixed methods designs are described and classified 

according to “ ...the level of prioritisation of one form of data over another, ...the 

combination of data forms in the research process (such as during the collection or 

analysis phases) and by the timing of data collections, such as whether the 

quantitative and qualitative phases take place concurrently or sequentially, and if so, 

in what order” (Driscoll et al., 2007, p. 19). Researchers employ mixed methods 

designs, variously termed multi-method, combined or hybrid, primarily because they 

are appropriate to the research questions raised but, additionally - as in the case of this 

work - because they have the potential to expand the breadth and scope of the research 

undertaken, and to mitigate the limitations of relying on one method.

Distinguishing between two major types of mixed methods research, namely 

mixed-model and mixed-method designs, Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) have 

suggested a typology of mixed methods research that proved very useful in framing 

the particular approach adopted in this study as shown in Figure 9: a partially mixed, 

concurrent, equal status design (PI), with the qualitative data assuming equal status 

with the quantitative data (QUAN + QUAL), reflecting the espousal of a 

science/evidence plus philosophy.
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«> - ■'' • L&’yy^:v:^Methods;^', “ '--------- -Va?.'.

Concurrent^
feE q ü a l«  

i8fcDesign$^

Partially
Mixed

Concurrent
Dominant

Status
Design

Partially
Mixed

Sequential
Equal
Status
Design

Partially
Mixed

Sequential
Dominant

Status
Design

ÿ P a r tia llv M ix è d Fully Mixed
Methods

Fully Fully Fully Fully
Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed

Concurrent Concurrent Sequential Sequential
Equal Dominant Equal Dominant
Status Status Status Status
Design Design Design Design

(FI) . (F2) (F3) (F4)

Quan + \ /  Quan ->
QUAL \ /  QUAN \ /  QUAL

or \
/  or

Qua! + 11 *> 1ij Qual ->
QUAN 1 QUAL QUAN

or I or
QUAN or QUAN ->
+ Qual 1 Qual

or 1 QUAL
1 o r

QUAL / \ - > , \ QUAL ->
+ Quan 1 \  QUAN / \  Quan

Figure 9.
Mixed Methods Research Typologies (Adapted from Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007) 

Note:
Leech and Onwuegbuzie’s typology (2007) has been adapted in Figure 9. Items highlighted in gray 
represent the options within the typography chosen for this research.

Creswell (2002) suggests that concurrent, mixed methods designs - such as the 

one described here - frequently serve a number of purposes including addressing 

different kinds of questions, validating and/or transforming data for comparison 

purposes. It should be noted, in this context, that the term ‘mixed methods’ as distinct 

from ‘mixed model5 is being used intentionally to signal that, although the research 

design employed both quantitative and qualitative approaches within and across 

stages of the research process, it did not seek to blend the data or to qualitize or 

quantitize data, subsequently.
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Towards an Interpretive/Constructivist, Mixed Methods Framework

Drawing together the ideas introduced so far, Leech and Onwuegbuzie’s

(2007) work on typologies of mixed methods research, together with the concepts of 

“science-plus” and “evidence-plus” as conceived by Eisenhart (2005) and Cochran- 

Smith (2006), led the researcher to develop a framework for the study shown in Table 

14 overleaf. Justification for this approach was derived from Eisenhart’s (2005) 

advice that:

In education, research must be practically relevant as well as scientifically 
proficient. The most elegant, sophisticated research designs can easily lead to 
naught if the results cannot be understood by practitioners, are not relevant to 
practice, or cannot be put into practice, (p. 57)

Table 14, then, presents the research undertaken, identifying the paradigms 

that framed each hypothesis, the variables considered prior to, and during, the 

intervention period and, finally, the outputs and insights gained. Closer examination 

of these elements, with respect to the hypotheses, shows that the input and output 

variables used in Hypotheses 1 and 2 were readily quantifiable, in keeping with the 

quantitative approach employed, and yielded evidence associated with a scientific 

approach to research. In contrast, Hypothesis 3 focused on the process elements of 

the work that demanded a less scientific but equally rigorous set of instruments to 

provide complementary data (science/evidence plus).

Table 14 extends the ideas introduced in the Conceptual Framework (Table 12) 

outlined at the end of the preceding chapter, in particular the section at the top: 

Research Assumptions and Beliefs. As indicated, Table 14 attests to the researcher’s 

belief that different types of research questions demand different kinds of 

paradigmatic and methodological responses, which, in turn, suggests an affiliation to a 

non-purist, philosophical ideology.
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Table 14. Towards an Interpretive, Mixed Methods, Research Framework
v Chanees in chitdren-s Réddinè A bilitvi Motivation ahd JKW Practic^sX k k  -à i-:-

; ! Sdencé/Evidencé: Ouarititative. Prè-Test/Post*Test ÒùasirExDerìmentàl Desien -cV'-V
Theoretical Frame Input Process Output

A Skeletal structure of Pre-Intervention Not Evaluated Post-Intervention
explanation Children’s reading Children’s classroom Children’s reading

Relies on formal theory, i.e. achievement; engagement with A/L achievement:
it is “ ...constructed by using s  Standardised strategies and s  Standardised
an established explanation reading tests techniques (video reading tests
o f certain phenomena and (MICRA-T; data) (MICRA-T;
relationships...” (Eisenhart, DPRT); DPRT);
1991, p. 205). Children’s motivation to Children’s motivation to
Signing up to an established read: read:
theory means the researcher ✓ ERAS; ✓ ERAS;
is bound by the conventions Children’s A/L practices: Children’s A/L practices:
o f argument and ✓ SA/LQ s  SA/LQ
experimentation associated Children’s characteristics:
with the theory. ✓ SEN

✓ Age
* Gender

6MSW-Hi0BSÎMtoiL3 Impact "eachersy{AfL Knówledg
Science/EvidencePlus:Oualitative,SituatedExploratiohandEvaluation i „ /

Conceptual Frame Context Process Insights
A Skeletal structure of Micro: TLC-mediated Dual Focus of Analysis:

justification School Culture CPD: 1. Group:
“ ...A n argument that the ^  Leadership v' Knowledge Teachers’ independent
concepts chosen for s  Innovation in practice review o f CPD
investigation/interpretation, Challenges (rather than s  Content
and any anticipated ^  Reading for/of) s  Process
relationships am ong them, Achievement * Situative ^  Context
will be appropriate and ^  A/L Competence Perspective (including
useful, given the research ^  Dual focus: facilitator)
problem under Teachers’ Group =
investigation...”. Unlike characteristics: TLC;
either theoretical or ^  Teachers’ Individual =
practical frameworks, these assessment Adapted
frameworks “ ...are  not knowledge, skills CBAM
constructed of steel girders & attitudes
made of theoretical s  Age profile Group focus: 2. Individual:
propositions or practical * Teaching ^  ‘Closing the * Completion o f &
experiences; instead they Experience gap’ reviews Reflection on
are like scaffoldings of ^ Qualifications o f practice; personal learning
wooden planks that take the s  Efficacy videos logs - Efficacy
form o f  arguments about s  Motivation Individual Focus: J  Completion o f &
what is relevant to  study and * Concerns ^ Teacher Reflection on
w hy ...’’ (Eisenhart, 1991, monthly personal SA/LAI
pp. 2 0 9 -2 1 1 ). reviews -

Learning
Logs

Note:
A number o f acronyms are introduced in Table 14 which are referred to routinely within the study from 
this point forward. It should be noted, therefore, that a full list o f these acronyms is provided in 
Appendix E.
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Research Study

Having detailed the framework that guided this research and the mixed 

methods approach employed, this section addresses the core elements of the study 

itself, outlining the data obtained at each stage of the project (pre-, during-, and post- 

intervention), the participants involved and research instruments employed. Although 

more detailed information is provided in relation to the samples of children and 

teachers who participated in this research in the following chapter, some initial 

contextual information is provided here.

Host School

The opening chapter of this thesis detailed the need for research to explore the 

potential of A/L to improve the reading levels of perennial low achievers in an Irish 

context. Hence, criteria were developed to guide the choice of a host school(s); these 

included:

• Band One, DEIS designation in an urban area, i.e. one of the 300 urban

schools nationwide considered to be teaching children experiencing the most

extreme levels of socio-economic disadvantage;

• A minimum of three cohorts at each class level, to ensure sufficient numbers 

of children for the control and experimental groups;

• Documented records of previous achievement in reading, as evidenced by the 

availability of standardised test results, that could be used to establish baseline 

standards;

• A school culture and organisation that was positively disposed to innovation,

i.e. a school that would be interested in, and supportive of, trying something 

new but which, in other respects, would not be considered exceptional.

Initial approaches were made by phone to a number of school principals

known to the researcher, indicating the nature of the project and seeking initial

expressions of interest. Following presentations to the staff of two schools, an 

agreement was reached to work with one junior school in accordance with the 

research programme and timeline presented in Table 15.
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Table 15.

Quasi-Experimental Research Programme and Timeline

Stage i S ö ä t a ^ : ! Partic ipants n sfn i meii ts Viît 'Î fS -y

Pre-
Intervention

May/June
2007

I t  B aseline^
Ä - * d a t » n c

s ' p m m ê  

MWW’ïf;

Children of:
a. Control Group
b. In-coming 

Experimental 
Group .

.♦Marylmmaculate. College Reading A tta inm ent^ : ; 
•Test (MIGRA T ) ' * Vij it ^ 0 "  
*prumcdndra Primary Reading Test (DPRT) ■. 

•¿♦Elementary' ReadingAltitude’Survey (ERAS 
-f *ScaIed]questionnaifeCon current A/E practices ' 
¿during readinglessqns^SA/EQ) i|i;i : : ' ¿S*/;’’ 
♦Samples of children’s work ' . S -t;

Teachers:
a. Control Group
b. In-coming 

Experimental 
Group

:;*Audits of attitudes to, and perceptions of, current
; use 6 f AjE practices^ within the school generally^
and specifically^within individual teacher’s :.

:: cïàssrobms : (A/LAf) IMS®: 
-- ".}■*>- ."S-S, y ' f "

■ .s: -v” : ■'.-.vv-.- ■
: - h X, ■ \\ - *■> * y cfW--: > s t - *■ *. „., t v,: * Xïj.  ̂ *

Durine-
Intervention

Sept/May
2007/2008

•¿Intervention;;

flÉ Itl

ïliStef
u w

m m à t.V,
ipKSS 
■ 0 m is s

Teachers of 
Experimental Group

Arising from CPD davs: >; < A® 
‘Copies of teachers7 monthly action plansffôr the ;;

! app! icÿjioh Lof À ÿ ; i  f ¿ ' J  IS® 
: ̂ Teachers’5 Ee^nirigEogs (TXL) detailingthein 
^refîecüons oh the CRD providedahd 
¿cKàljenges/opportùnitiespresehhn^ 
^profcssioriûl.ând1 personal;perspectives-=■ v ^ v 
Anstne- fiximEeyiew.meetmes;-/^^;.^ af.V 

^ÿideo^cprd ings p f  aspèctsj ofmonthJ y fe v ib iy ^  r; 
meetings focus ing on teachers ’; per cep lions p f  the s • g 
intervention project as'; it- unfolded: r% ^t 

||TeaChefs’;records of written critiques from;’®:!.!;/, 
^colleagues, arising fïomthé^wiewing^of te ac h in g ||||: 
^idepslfrom each of the^fpurtl assesi showingÿ - 
^eacHërs i pfforis: at : piloting a ^ a n ^  of 
’strategies andtechniqües (Teachers VV i deo Review. 
■iShebts
Arisine from classroom practice: 1 ’ / ?-“•"•" 

¿♦Video recordings ofteachers\use of A/L;:% . ’ - l;v : 
(niëthôdoldgies^düring reading1 lessbnsli / |J ; '; : l l |  - 'I•St; s'stt

Children: Experimental 
Group

p o rtfo lio s  of childten’s work 1 : S - 
¿♦Video t:apture*of chiltiren ̂ responses' to/use ¿f< 
i-A/É methodologies^^dunhgifeadihg^-less

Post
Intervention

May/June 
2008 P f i f l f c f

m M M

ISM IÎ

Teachers of 
Experimental Group

:l* Audit of attitudes to, and perceptions of, cürrenf .x ' 
.•use of A/E praitices^withinthe ichopl, generallyi^T, 
. and, ; specifical lÿ,̂ : witi^n indi vidua t  te acheiSs: 
^cïàssroàmsTA/LAÏ) ;̂ vV r

Children: Experimental 
Group

:^MICRA
¿^run^pndraErim aryÊéadirig^^Test- : 
|*Elementary Reading Attitude SuWey);;
^Scaled questionnaire on current A ^t practices V ^ ; ,  
: during reading lessohs//: f 1 ’, ' V':’: ù ‘; |  
^iSampl«^'o'f cti i 1 drèriï s ; worR^v;, / :/

Note:
The Control Group refers to the children who completed Second Class in June 2007, without receiving 
any additional support; the Experimental Group refers to the children who were in Second Class during 
the academic year, 2007-2008, and participated in the intervention project; CPD is shorthand for 
Continuous Professional Development and refers to the two days spent at the school every month to six 
weeks which used the medium o f a teacher learning community to review video practice of the 
previous month’s teaching before focusing on the introduction o f  new A/L strategies and techniques.
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Research Instruments and Data Collection: Hypotheses 1 and 2

As outlined in Table 15, a quasi-experimental design which according to 

Singleton and Straits (1999) attempts to incorporate elements of a “true experimentar’ 

design without maintaining the same level of experimental control - for example, not 

employing randomization - was employed in response to Hypotheses 1 and 2. In 

order to bolster the design and reduce the impact of non-randomization, pre

intervention sample matching was undertaken with the researcher choosing to locate 

both the control and experimental cohorts within the same school environment. 

Participants were drawn from assembled collectives, namely, pre-formed classes, with 

the experimental group consisting of all of the children enrolled in Second Class for 

the duration of the academic year, 2007-2008 (N = 85); the control group comprised 

the outgoing Second Classes (N = 85).

Pre- and Post-Intervention Data: Control and Experimental Classes

As required by the quasi-experimental design employed to test the first two 

hypotheses, pre- and post-intervention data were obtained by requesting children in 

both the control and experimental classes to complete four, group-administered, 

assessments, beginning in May-June, 2007. These included:

• Two reading tests, standardised in the Republic of Ireland:

- Mary Immaculate College Reading Attainment Test (MICRA-T);

- Drumcondra Primary Reading Test (DPRT);

• An attitudinal survey on reading motivation, developed in the United States:

- Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (ERAS);

• A scaled questionnaire on the use of A/L approaches in reading, developed by

the researcher:

- Scaled A^L Questionnaire (SAyLQ).
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Standardised Reading Tests

With the exception of the M1CRA-T, which was used routinely in the school, 

the assessments chosen were unfamiliar to the children. The DPRT was introduced as 

a second standardised reading measure because its focus on reading for 

comprehension was considered complementary to that of the MICRA-T which, at 

Levels 1 and 2, focuses mainly on the assessment of reading skills. Employing 

independent standardised tests in this way is not unusual in this kind of research; as 

noted by Black and Wiliam (2003) in the context of the KMOFAP, it is possible 

“ ...that gains could be sustained over time, even when measured using externally 

mandated standardized tests” (p. 633).

Elementary Reading Attitude Survey

While there is some evidence to suggest a positive correlation between a 

child’s motivation to read, the frequency with which he/she might read and overall 

reading achievement (Guthrie, Wigfield, & VonSecker, 1999), Stiggins (2001) argues 

that the manner in which teachers use assessment determines children’s overall desire 

to learn more than any other classroom factor. Described as the conditions and 

processes that account for “...the arousal, direction, magnitude and maintenance of 

effort...” (Katzell & Thompson, 1990, p. 144), motivation to read is deemed to be 

central to learning. Hence, as a method of triangulating the data obtained from the 

standardised reading tests and, more importantly, to widen the lens of enquiry 

sufficiently to capture data that might suggest changes in children’s learning 

otherwise missed by standardised tests, baseline data on children’s motivation to read 

were collected in May/June 2007, using the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey 

(ERAS) (McKenna & Kear, 1990).

Instrument Reliability

Developed in the US, the ERAS was administered to a stratified sample (in 

terms of race and gender) of 18,138 children in grades 1-6 from 95 school districts, 

representing 38 US states (McKenna & Kear, 1990; McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 

1995). The test comprises twenty items that seek to determine children’s attitudes to
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(a) recreational reading: “...reading for fun outside the school setting...” and (b) 

academic reading: “ ...reading aloud in class; reading workbooks and worksheets; and 

reading schoolbooks...” (Kush & Watkins, 1996, p. 316). Children are required to 

respond to each of ten items in two subscales, by circling one of four pictures of the 

cartoon character Garfield, that depicts him in a range of moods from very happy (4 

points) to very unhappy (1 point), as shown in Appendix F. The test yields three 

scores, one for each of the subscales, and a total composite score.

It is notable that although a recent publication by Kazelskis, Thames and 

Reeves (2004) questioned the reliability of the instrument across gender and race - 

specifically with regard to potential factor invariance for African American and 

European American respondents - no definitive conclusions were reached that cast 

doubt on the reliability of the instrument for use with Irish students. Nonetheless, the 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used by the researcher in this 

study to obtain reliability values for the scales by measuring the internal consistency 

of the two attitude scales. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficiency values were reported as 

ranging from .74 to .89 - values.well above the recommended 0.7 level (DeVellis, 

2003) - thereby justifying its use in this study as detailed in the next chapter.

Scaled AfL Questionnaire

Additional insights into the children’s attitudes to reading and, more 

specifically, their familiarity with, and use of, A/L approaches when reading, were 

sought by adapting the content of the National Assessment of English Reading Test 

(NAER) (Educational Research Centre, 2004), which is the most recent in a series of 

national assessment instruments. As designed by the researcher, the* Scaled AJL 

Questionnaire (SA/LQ) has two sections; the first was modeled closely on the original 

NAER test; the second comprises twenty-four items across three subscales (before, 

during and after reading) that seeks to determine to what extent children use formative 

assessment in support of their reading (see Appendix G). Like the ERAS, the test 

provides three scores, one for each of the subscales, and a total score.
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Instrument Reliability

Given the non-standardised nature of this instrument, statistical analyses were 

undertaken to determine the reliability of the scale as a whole and the interreliability 

of the subscales, details of which are reported in full in Appendix H. Pallant (2007) 

suggests that, ideally, Cronbach alpha values should be above 0.7 if the internal 

consistency of a research instrument is to be assumed. The values reported in 

Appendix H range from 0.81 to 0.89 for the instrument as a whole, with inter-item 

correlations reporting values well within the optimal range for inter-item correlation 

of 0.2 to 0.4, thereby verifying the robustness of the instrument overall, and its use in 

this study.

Test Administration

With regard to the administration of each of these tests, Pallant’s (2007) 

advice on designing a study was heeded, with clear guidelines and protocols being 

issued to each teacher in order to ensure parity and consistency in test administration.

Research Instruments and Data Collection: Hypothesis 3

In contrast to the quantitative strategies employed to measure changes in 

children’s reading achievements, the research approach adopted in response to 

Hypothesis 3 of the study drew on fundamentally different philosophical and 

epistemological assumptions and beliefs. According to Gasson (2002), an interpretive 

approach allows the researcher to make the implicit explicit. As outlined (Gasson, 

2002, p. 3), the cycle of research associated with this genre typically includes the follows 

stages and elements:

i

• Understanding the “problem situation” objectively and determining 

appropriate situations in which phenomena relevant to the research problem 

can be observed;

• Engaging in those situations inter-subjectively with actors who regularly 

participate in such situations, to obsessively collect data on phenomena 

whether or not they seem significant at the time of data collection;



• Disengaging from the situation at relevant points, to analyze the data, to 

question which phenomena are significant (from a pattem-recognition and 

utility perspective, rather than a frequency or quantity perspective), then re

engaging if data saturation has not been achieved. Disengagement also 

requires regular, objective questioning of the value-systems and assumptions 

that are brought to bear in interpreting the situation;

• Disengaging from the situation, to present the subjective as objective and to 

interpret the situation for others.

In keeping with this approach, a range of research instruments were used to 

collect “rich data” (Alton-Lee, 2006, p. 622) concerning teachers’ individual and 

collective experiences of involvement in the TCL and their evolving knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and practices of A^L, as outlined below.

Pre- and Post-Intervention Data: Teachers o f Control and Experimental Classes 

The research instruments used with respect to Hypothesis 3 included:

• An A^L Audit Instrument (A/LAI);

• Teachers’ Learning Logs (TLL);

• Video footage of teaching and Teachers’ Video Review Sheets (TVRS).

AfL Audit Instrument

Teachers were invited to complete an A/LAI before and after the intervention 

period in order to establish a baseline against which to determine any changes in their 

knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to A^L, both within their own classrooms and 

within the school as a whole (based on individual knowledge and perception). 

Adapted from an instrument designed by Inspectors of the Department for Education 

and Science (DfES) in the UK to encourage dialogue between staff members about 

the strengths and weaknesses of their assessment policies and practices 

ihttp://www.aaia.org.ukL the A/LAI presents a range of questions across eleven 

subscales. In response, teachers are requested to choose one option from a four-point
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scale indicating the degree to which individual statements reflect formative practices 

within the school/classroom, as shown in Appendix I.

It is noteworthy that, as used in the UK, teachers grouped at similar class 

levels discussed and completed one audit, having aired any differences of opinion 

regarding school practices. In the case of this research study, teachers completed the 

audit independently; hence, the findings regarding school practices represented 

individual opinions and perceptions of school assessment policies and practices. This 

is why teachers of the control classes were also requested to complete the audit; 

although they only did so once - before the intervention project began - auditing their 

views provided an opportunity to (a) gain some insight into the kinds of classroom 

assessment practices to which the control group had been exposed (albeit according to 

teachers’ self-reports) and (b) gauge the degree of agreement or dissonance between 

teachers about school-wide assessment practices. These are important points that are 

revisited in the next chapter.

Teachers ’ Learning Loss

In keeping with one of the key principles of the KLOT programme (Thompson 

& Wiliam, 2007), following each meeting of the TLC, teachers were required to 

complete a Learning Log (TLL, Appendix J). Whereas the opening section of the log 

required teachers to critically reflect and review their learning following a two-day 

period of CPD, the second part was designed by the researcher to provide a window 

into the evolving needs and concerns of the teachers. In turn, this information was 

used, in accordance with the philosophy of the CBAM (Hall & Ford, 1997) to guide 

the researcher in preparing for, and facilitating, subsequent meetings of the TLC.

Piloting o f Instruments

Before concluding this review of the research instruments, and moving to 

consider the professional development programme offered during the intervention 

period, the issue of the piloting of the research instruments arises. In this context, it 

must be reported that although a pilot phase was envisaged when this study was 

originally being considered, difficulties in identifying a host school, coupled with the
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need to design a range of research instruments within a very short timeframe, resulted 

in the opportunity to conduct a pilot being missed. As will become evident in the next 

chapter, with the exception of one instrument, this did not compromise the findings of 

the study. However, it is fully acknowledged that this outcome was fortuitous and 

might very easily have resulted in more serious consequences.

Professional Development Programme and Timeline

As noted in the previous chapter, international research has found the 

establishment of teacher learning communities in schools to be a highly efficient way 

of supporting the delivery of school-based professional development (Ellsworth, 

Martinez, Lyon, & Wylie (2007), although many questions remain regarding how best 

to initiate, sustain and scale TLCs (Wiliam, 2008). In describing the programme of 

professional development provided as part of this study, consideration is given first to 

the content of the programme, before turning to consider how it was mediated through 

theTLC.

The 'Content' o f the AfL Professional Development Programme

Over the period of the academic year, 2007-2008, a programme of 

professional development - that commenced with an introductory workshop on the 

findings of current research on the potential of A^L to improve children’s learning 

achievement - was provided by the researcher; it exposed participating teachers, 

incrementally, to the five, research-based, AfL strategies, to which gains in student 

achievement have been linked. As outlined previously (Leahy et al., 2005), these 

include:
i

1. Clarifying and sharing the learning intentions and criteria for success with 

students;

2. Engineering effective classroom, discussions, questions and learning tasks;

3. Providing feedback that moves learners forward;

4. Activating students as the owners of their own learning;

5. Encouraging students to be instructional resources for one another.
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Taken together, “ ...these strategies define the territory of assessment for 

learning” (Thompson & Goe, 2006, p. 5); they are the “...nonnegotiable... things that 

...teachers must... do...” (Wiliam, 2008, p. 37); hence, as outlined in Appendix K, 

they were all included in the professional development programme offered.

The core content of the AyL programme was taken from a commercially 

available Scottish product called The Learning Set (Learning Unlimited, 2004). This 

content was deemed appropriate because it incorporates key lessons from the research 

evidence on A/L, as well as practical experience derived, from the Scottish - 

Assessment is for Learning Programme - reviewed in the previous chapter. 

Adaptations to the content and recommended mode of delivery of the programme 

were made throughout the year, in response to the perceived needs of the teachers and 

the dynamics of the TLC. As a result, a significant range of supplementary materials 

were developed and/or sourced by the researcher, a selection of which are included as 

Appendix L.

The *Process ’ o f the AfL Professional Development Programme: The TLC

Although the structure and organisation of the monthly meetings of the TLC 

were modeled closely on the approach adopted, with success, by the Keeping 

Learning On Track (KLOT) project (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007), as detailed in the 

previous chapter, there were three notable differences. First, the site-based, TLC was 

facilitated by the researcher rather than a teacher-leader trained remotely with other 

leaders from different schools. Second, the duration and intensity of the TLC 

meetings differed significantly; in the KLOT model, it is recommended that TLC 

meetings are scheduled to take place at four-to-six week intervals, for a period of 

approximately one to two hours. Meetings of the TLC of this project met at similar 

intervals but stayed together for a period of two days, during which time the classes of 

participating teachers were taught by internal school colleagues - who knew the 

children because they routinely co-taught in the classes - with paid substitutes 

assuming the roles of the stand-in teachers. This arrangement was made possible by 

the financial assistance of the DES, negotiated through the NCCA. Third, the TLC



meetings of the KLOT project follow a closely scripted, prescribed agenda and 

timetable, which Wiliam (2008, p. 38) outlines as follows:

• How’s it going (30-50 minutes -  based on teachers’ self-reports);

• New learning about formative assessment (25-40 minutes);

• Personal action planning (10-15 minutes);

• Review of the meeting (5 minutes).

In contrast, meetings of the project TLC began by negotiating a timetable for 

the two days. This negotiation was not entirely fluid,however, given that there was a 

number of non-negotiables that included the need to allow time to:

• Watch each teacher’s video and allow for discussion, review and

recommendations;

• Introduce a new A/L strategy and/or revisit previous strategies and techniques;

• Complete the Learning Logs and identify action steps for the next period.

These differences were significant in practical terms; for example, the amount 

of work involved for the researcher in sustaining and facilitating the programme over 

the period of the project was formidable. However, the most significant differences 

were in terms of the opportunities presented by the variations in the model employed 

in this project, specifically, the use of video to access teachers’ classrooms, and the 

opportunity for the role of facilitator to be unpacked. In order to maximise these 

opportunities, a range of research instruments were carefully designed.

Video Footaze o f Teaching

As identified in previous chapters, one of the key challenges to be overcome in 

trying to improve teaching practice and educational standards is gaining access to the 

‘Black Box’ of the classroom (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Conway, 2002). The use of 

video, as an alternative to the more common research approach of requesting teachers 

to report on their practice and/or negotiating access to observe classroom practice, 

presents significant learning opportunities, not least for the teachers themselves.
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Hence, in this research study, consent was sought at the outset from teachers, parents 

and children, to allow the placement of a video camera in each classroom for the 

duration of the intervention programme, for use by the teachers to capture their 

trialing of A/L strategies and techniques when teaching reading. As employed in the 

project, the use of video served two purposes: first, it allowed the TLC direct access to 

individual classrooms, thereby facilitating personal and group reflection on both the 

teaching and learning being observed. Second, it offered the opportunity, yet to be 

exercised, of sharing these experiences with others engaged in professional 

development focused on A/L. The use of video in this way presented a range of 

ethical issues that are detailed later in this chapter.

This section presented the research and professional development 

programmes, respectively, their associated timelines and the research tools used to 

collect data on (a) children’s reading achievement and (b) teachers’ knowledge, skills 

and attitudes of/to AJL and their classroom practice. The final section addresses 

issues of quality control, validity, reliability and ethics.

. Data Analysis

In keeping with the mixed methods approach employed in this study, different 

approaches were used to analyse the data with respect to each of the research 

hypotheses. In the context that the statistical analyses conducted in relation to 

Hypotheses 1 and 2 was limited to the use of SPSS, and is detailed in full in the next 

chapter, comment is restricted at this point to a number of key observations relating to 

the implications for the researcher of adopting an interpretive approach to 

understanding the teachers’ work.

First, donning the interpretive hat necessitated that the researcher engage in 

some self-reflexivity (Angen, 2000), recognizing that - in contrast to the detached, 

objective stance demanded by positivist and empiricist traditions - she invariably had 

to assume one of two roles in the TLC: that of outside observer or that of involved 

researcher. However, as Walsham (1995) observes, in either case, the analysis of data 

inevitably involved the researcher’s own subjectivity which brings to the fore the 

issue of ‘double-hermeneutics’:
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...Particularly with reference to in-depth case studies carried out over a period 
of time, researchers inevitably influence the interpretations of those people 
who are being researched, a process referred to as ‘double hermeneutics’.... 
So, even if researchers view themselves as outside observers, they are in some 
sense conducting action research by influencing what is happening in the 
domain of action, if only by the sharing of concepts and interpretations with 
the personnel in the field site. (p. 77)

This raises two key issues: (a) the issue of self-disclosure by the researcher, 

both to the community with which she participated and the research community to 

whom the final report is directed and (b) the strategies to be employed in analysing 

data to minimize subjectivity. With regard to the first, it should be noted that, while 

information of this kind was readily shared within the TLC, it was deemed 

inappropriate to disclose biographical information for its own sake in this thesis, 

opting instead to share such information when it was immediately relevant to the 

study, as arises in the final chapter. With regard to the second and more crucial issue 

however, the concept of disciplined subjectivity, as advocated by McMillan & 

Schumacker (1997), was embraced to minimise the impact of researcher’ subjectivity 

by engaging (a) multi-method strategies, as described previously, (b) participant 

language and verbatim accounts in recounting teachers’ opinions, included in the next 

chapter and (c) Iow-inference descriptors to ensure that “...the interpretations and 

concepts (had -  my insertion) mutual meanings between the participants and the 

researcher” (p. 407).

Second, in analysing the data with respect to Hypothesis 3, the aim of research 

generalisability was reframed in terms of the contribution that an in-depth, situated 

exploration of this kind could offer teachers in similar circumstances, in the event that 

the data obtained was deemed to be sufficiently ‘rich’ and ‘saturated’ to allow for 

general patterns and themes to emerge. This is an issue revisited in the context of the 

recommendations of this research in the final chapter.

Quality Control

Concepts of quality control - and validity and reliability in particular - are 

central to research. As generally interpreted in the literature on social science 

methodology, the issue of reliability is understood in terms of replicability (Shaxson,
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2005), the key question to be considered being: were this research study to be 

replicated under the same conditions elsewhere, would the results be the same or 

similar?

In the context of the quantitative element of this research employed in 

response to Hypotheses 1 and 2, the issue of replicability obliged the researcher to 

meet two main criteria. First, it had to be established that the children assigned to the 

experimental group would have exhibited the same average outcome as the children 

assigned to the control group, had the children been alternatively grouped. Second, it 

had to be apparent that the experimental group assignment of children was unrelated 

to their potential to benefit from the intervention (Raudenbush, 2005).

Given that threats to reliability in experimental research are generally dealt 

with in advance of the study being implemented - as part of the design process 

(Robson, 2006) - the use of a quasi-experimental design to assess children’s reading 

achievement, rather than a true experimental design, presented challenges, not least in 

terms of the need to control for confounding variables. Guided by Raudenbush’s 

(2005) remark that “... much of the association between a potential confounder (e.g. 

an aspect of home environment) and the outcome is removed once one has controlled 

for a reliable pretest of achievement” (p. 28), the researcher administered a range of 

pre- and post-intervention tests to both the control and experimental groups. In turn, 

where non-standardised instruments were used, SPSS analyses were undertaken to 

examine their reliability, as outlined previously. In addition, the researcher attempted 

to minimise the impact of bias in the administration of the tests by ensuring that the 

same teachers were involved on each occasion and that test conditions were matched 

as closely as possible.

Although issues of quality control arise in undertaking qualitative research 

also, the issues present differently. As reported previously in the context of data 

analysis, a number of strategies were employed to obtain “thick descriptions” 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 1997, p. 416) - both of the teachers’ emerging 

understanding of A^L and also of their concerns and needs in attempting to introduce 

practical changes in classroom instruction. However, the desire to collect rich data 

was tempered by a recognition of potential threats to the reliability of the findings

119



including reactivity, respondent’ biases and researcher’ bias, in particular (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Consequently, in an effort to reduce these threats, four types of 

triangulation were employed systematically over the course of the project. These 

included:

• Data triangulation, supported by the use of a variety of tests before and after 

the intervention, coupled with video analysis during meetings of the TLC;

• Observer triangulation, facilitated by the presence of an NCCA representative 

as a participant observer at the meetings of the TLC which allowed for the 

sharing of ideas and interpretations;

• Methodological triangulation, enabled by the use of standardized and non

standardised tests and video observations of classroom engagement;

• Theory triangulation, supported by engagement in the TLC.

Notwithstanding the potential of triangulation as a strategy for minimizing 

researcher’ bias in particular, two additional approaches were employed. First, a 

systematic and detailed audit trail of the activities of the research, including minutes 

of meetings, resources compiled for the TLC and field notes, was maintained. 

Second, member checking, which involved providing participating teachers with an 

opportunity to review and respond to transcripts of their Learning Logs and the 

findings of their A^L audit instruments, as part of an iterative approach to data 

analysis, was employed. It should be noted that this approach, in particular, proved 

very useful, as indicated in the next chapter.

Ethical Considerations

According to Robson (2006), ethics “ ...refer to rules of conduct, typically, to 

conformity to a code or set of principles” (p. 65). In undertaking this study, the 

researcher complied assiduously with the code of ethics of St. Patrick’s College, 

undertaking the study only after written consent had been received from the College 

Ethics Committee. This sanction, in turn, came on foot of a series of meetings with 

prospective, study-participants. This process began with a presentation on the project 

to the full staff body of the host school, subsequent to which a letter of information, 

together with letters of consent, were sent to the Principal who, in turn, sought and
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received the sanction of the Board of Management, thereby granting the researcher 

access to the school.

Upon receipt of the Board’s imprimatur, two public meetings were held in the 

school, the first for the parents/guardians of the children in the control and 

experimental groups, held in May 2007. In both cases, the research study and the 

associated aims, objectives and methodology were outlined in full before participants’ 

consent was sought. Furthermore, participants’ rights to absent themselves and/or 

withdraw, subsequently, were clarified in full, with a commitment being given that no 

adverse consequences would attend to any such decisions. Parents/guardians who 

were not present at the meetings were visited by the Home-School-Community 

Liaison Teacher, and/or met with the researcher, to discuss the project and any fears 

or concerns that they had.

In addition to adherence to the College ethical code, the researcher was also 

vigilant in ensuring - insofar as she was capable and aware -  that she avoided the 

“Ten questionable practices in social research”:

1. Involving people without their knowledge or consent;
2. Coercing them to participate;
3. Withholding information about the true nature of the research;
4. Otherwise deceiving the participant;
5. Inducing participants to commit acts diminishing of their self-esteem;
6. Violating rights of self-determination (e.g. in studies seeking to promote

individual change;
7. Exposing participants to physical or mental stress;
8. Invading privacy;
9. Withholding benefits from some participants (e.g. in comparison groups);
10. Not treating participants fairly, or with consideration, or with respect.

(Kimmel, 1998, quoted in Robson, 2006, p. 69)

Some of these practices were easily avoided by ensuring that informed 

consent, together with the individual assent of each of the children in the experimental 

group, was obtained - in writing - before the study began. The procedures adopted to 

obtain this consent/assent were such that issues such as coercing people to participate, 

withholding information from them and/or attempting to deceive them in any way, 

were consciously tackled and removed. Other issues required more creative 

consideration, however. For example, in requesting teachers to video their teaching
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practices, with a view to vignettes of their work being shared during the monthly 

meetings of the TLC, and subsequent to the completion of the study edited versions 

being used for professional development purposes, issues of privacy and participant 

anonymity arose. Equally, the fact that one cohort of children was the focus of the 

intervention, with the anticipation that their exposure to A/L pedagogy would enhance 

their potential to read, whilst another cohort received no obvious, immediate benefit- 

in-kind, raised other questions.

Regarding the use of video, while the potential it would offer the TLC to 

critique practice was stated clearly, it was emphasised that the final arbiters were the 

teachers, parents/guardians and children. Two assurances were made in advance of an 

agreement being sought to employ video in the work. First, an undertaking was given 

that any stills or photographs taken would be of children’s work, omitting faces where 

possible. The second issue, that of children’s anonymity on video footage, proved 

more challenging, particularly in light of current research on the use of video (Arafey 

& McLaughlin, 2002) which suggests that attempts to blur faces present technical 

difficulties that cannot be overcome without seriously compromising the education 

value of the data ultimately. Hence, no guarantee of anonymity was given although it 

was agreed that teachers and parents/guardians would be invited to preview video 

vignettes intended CPD use following the completion of the project. Despite these 

caveats, full sanction was obtained from all parties to use video in the research.

Conclusion

As indicated at the outset, the main aim of this chapter was to introduce the 

research design and mixed methods approach adopted, in light of the research 

paradigms chosen. Towards achieving this, the chapter traced the link between 

research paradigms and their underlying philosophical and methodological 

assumptions, in order to justify the interpretive/constructive framework for the study. 

A subsequent review of mixed methods research led to discussion of the research 

methodologies employed, and the instruments used, at each phase of the research. 

Towards the end of the chapter, issues of data analysis, quality control, validity, 

reliability and ethics were raised in preparation for the analysis of data in the next 

chapter.
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DATA ANALYSIS AND RESEARCH FINDINGS

CHAPTER 4

Introduction

This chapter aims to offer a coherent and critical analysis of the research data 

so that the findings will be of value to others. Reflecting on the process of research 

evaluation, Thompson, Ponte, Pack, & Goe (2004) suggest that empirically based 

social science research is particularly vulnerable to “ ...logistical challenges, 

unforeseen methodological difficulties, and disruptions that threaten both the 

completion and the validity of the research” (p. 7). Moreover, it is argued that despite 

the substantial debate within the academic literature on this issue (outlined in the 

previous chapter in the context of the ‘paradigm wars’), the tendency to over-sanitize 

the research process so that it appears as a rational, clean, linear process remains, with 

the result that “...an idealized version of method over the practical reality and content 

of research” becomes privileged (Thompson et al., 2004, p. 7).

In an attempt to integrate a focus on disruptions into evaluative work, 

Thompson et al. (2004) proposed a five-point continuum to capture the recursive 

process by which research moves “...from idealized conception to “pock-marked” 

conclusion” (p. .7). The five stages outlined include: conceiving the idealized 

research, creating the initial research plan, becoming aware of the existence of 

problematic realities, designing and implementing adaptations, and producing 

outcomes. This continuum serves as a useful tool to understanding the approach 

adopted in organising this study. Reflecting on the work undertaken so far: the 

principal arguments presented in Chapters 1 and 2 led to the development of the 

conceptual framework for the study (Table 12). Based on this framework, Chapter 3 

distinguished between the various research approach options, with reference to key 

differences between their philosophical, ontological and epistemological 

underpinnings (Table 13), to legitimise the decision to employ a partially mixed, 

concurrent, equal-status, research design (Figure 9), within an 

interpretive/constructivist frame (Table 14). This approach corresponds loosely with 

the first three steps of the Thompson et al., (2004) continuum. Steps four and five are
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addressed in this chapter, ensuring, as recommended, that the story told is as real as 

possible, and as a consequence, as “pock-marked” as required.

Organisation of Chapter

In keeping with the order in which the research questions were posed, the first 

part of this chapter presents the findings from the quantitative data derived from pre- 

and post-test measures of children’s performance on two standardised reading tests, a 

reading motivation test and a reading approaches audit. This is followed by an 

analysis, in part two, of data from teachers’ pre- and post-intervention AJL audits that 

sought to determine their knowledge, skills and attitudes in relation to assessment, 

coupled with qualitative data derived from their individual learning logs and their 

group analysis of the process, content and context elements of the CPD offered. Each 

section begins with a statement of the research hypothesis investigated.

Pallant (2007) suggests that in studies involving human subjects, it is 

important to collect information regarding the key characteristics of the sample, in 

addition to running a number of analyses to ensure that the assumptions underpinning 

individual statistical tests are being met. Hence, the testing of Hypothesis 1 is 

prefaced by information derived from descriptive statistics regarding (a) the sample 

and (b) the research variables.

Characteristics of the Children’s Sample

Table 16 overleaf provides important information on key characteristics of the 

cohort of one hundred and seventy children who participated in this research. 

Organised by group, Control (C) and Experimental (E), the data detail the ratio of 

boys to girls in each group, the numbers of New Irish, i.e. children who immigrated to 

Ireland in recent years mainly from African or European countries, and the percentage 

of children who received additional educational support within the school in First 

and/or Second Class as a result of the identification of a Special Educational Need 

(SEN) of some kind. It should be noted that the school operated a policy that 

prioritised the support of children’s literacy (over maths, for example) when providing 

additional teaching support to children with SEN.
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Table 16.

Descriptive Statistics: Control and Experimental Groups

M ^MiNatioi

p p *

SnecialEducatiom
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Boys Girls Irish New Irish End 1st Class End 2nd Class

Control (C) 60% 40% 80% 20% 24% 23%
Experimental (E) 56% 44% 67% 33% 43% 42%

The sample data highlighted some significant differences between the control 

and experimental groups; specifically, the number of children with SEN in the 

experimental group was almost twice that of the control group, in both First and 

Second Class. Furthermore, the number of New Irish children was more than 13% 

higher in the experimental group. These figures would suggest, at the very least, that 

the complexity of educational needs was consistently greater within the experimental 

group. An important factor regarding the SEN subgroup that needs to be borne in 

mind is that the constituency of this cohort changed from First to Second Class, for 

both the control and experimental groups, with some, but not all, of the same children 

appearing at both times. As will become evident, this issue had particular import for 

the interpretation of data relating specifically to this subgroup of children, which 

Black and Wiliam (1998a) referred to as the traditional low achievers. More specific 

information regarding the comparability of these groups emerges in the context of the 

various statistical tests undertaken which are fully reported later in this chapter.

Research Variables

In order to avoid the violation of assumptions underpinning the various 

statistical tests employed in this study, descriptive statistics on the research variables 

were obtained, using both frequency and descriptive statistics (Pallant, 2007, pp. 53- 

64). Many statistical techniques assume that the distribution of scores of the 

dependent variable (in respect of Hypothesis 1, the dependent variable is reading 

achievement) is normally distributed in the population. As employed in this context, 

‘normal’ describes a symmetrical, bell-shaped curve, with the greatest frequency of 

scores in the middle, and a smaller frequency of scores towards the extremes (Robson,
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2006, p. 414). Tables 17 and 18 show the histograms for the sampling distributions in 

this study.

Table 17.
Mary Immaculate College Reading Attainment Test Pre- and Post-Intervention 
Histograms for Standard Scores
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Drumcondra Primary Reading Test Post-Intervention Histograms for Standard 
Scores

Table 18.
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As the histograms indicate, the sampling distributions for the two instruments 

(Mary Immaculate College Reading Attainment-Test, MICRA-T, and Drumcondra 

Primary Reading Test, DPRT) looked reasonably normally distributed in each case.
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Moreover, the majority of Kolmogorov-Smimov (KS) normality tests revealed non- 

statistical results for both groups, before and after the intervention programme. The 

one exception was the DPRT Vocabulary scores for both groups, which had a 

significant KS statistic, and therefore these distributions had to be investigated further. 

Closer inspection of the histograms, however, revealed that the distributions did not 

seriously diverge from the normal distribution. Kurtosis and skewness values were 

also acceptable (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007, p. 80). Given the nature of the 

distributions and the satisfactory results from the statistical tests of normality, a 

decision was made to proceed with the use of parametric tests with respect to the 

analyses conducted on data pertaining to the first hypothesis.

Hypotheses and Findings

Hypothesis 1: A nine-month, school-based intervention, employing Assessment for 

Learning principles and practice, would make a quantitative difference (i.e. effect 

size) to the reading achievement of a target group of children when compared to a 

similar cohort not involved in the intervention.

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to conduct a 

number of independent-samples t-tests to compare the standard reading scores for the 

control group (C) with the experimental group (E). Due to the application of multiple 

comparisons, a Bonferroni adjustment was made to the Alpha level, as recommended 

by Pallant (2007, p. 206), which is noted in the reporting of each comparison. In the 

case of the MICRA-T, the number of comparisons was three and for the DPRT, it was 

two.

The first t-test was conducted on data obtained from the standard scores of 

groups C and E on the MICRA-T at the end of First Class (Control: May/June, 2006; 

Experimental: May/June, 2007), prior to the commencement of the intervention 

programme. An independent-samples t-test was used to compare the mean score on a 

continuous variable, for two different groups. Table 19 shows the mean standard 

■ scores and standard deviations derived from these data.
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Table 19.

Descriptive Statistics fo r MICRA-T Pre- and Post-Intervention Standard Scores

ministered
L - V £ ;

¿StbbdardvMp; 
vDeviation? ^

MICRA-T End 1st Class C 77 94.74 14.04

E 74 97.26 12.27
MICRA-T End 2nd Class C 80 94.06 13.28

E 78 96.60 12.58

The t-tests revealed that there was no significant difference in the pre

intervention reading scores (MICRA-T) for the control group (M = 94.75; SD = 

14.04) and experimental group, M =  97.26, SD = 12.27; / (149) = -1.17, p = .24 (two- 

tailed, adjusted for multiple comparisons).

The effect size (ES) refers to a group of indices that quantify numerically the 

magnitude of a treatment effect. In contrast to significance tests, ES indices are 

independent of sample size and may be calculated either in terms of the standardized 

difference between two means or as the correlation between the independent variable 

classification and the individual scores on the dependent variable, known as the 

"effect size correlation" (Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1996). In this thesis, three effect sizes 

are reported: Eta squared effect size statistics which indicate the proportion of 

variance in the dependent variable that is explained by the independent variable, with 

values ranging from 0 to 1; Cohen's d, which presents difference between groups in 

terms of standard deviation units, and r values, which are one of a range of possible 

values used in reporting difference between groups and/or matched pairs, as 

determined by the application of non-parametric tests to the data. According to 

Cohen (1994), the strength of the effect size statistics may be variously interpreted, as 

outlined in Table 20 overleaf.



Table 20.

Interpreting Effect Sizes (Adaptedfrom Paliant, 2007)

^interpretation

g i l î à ; ^

#squared&
k:'~-
(standarddeviâtionunits) ü g  (non-para metric : test) W

Small .01 .2 .1

Medium .06 .5 .3

Large .10 + .8 .5

In this context, the magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference 

= -2.52, 95% Cl: -6.77 to 1.73) can be described as small (eta squared = 0.01). 

Following the intervention programme, no significant differences were detected in 

standard reading scores (MICRA-T) for the control (M = 94.06; SD = 13.28) and 

experimental group, M = 96.06, SD = 12.58; t (156) = -1.23, p  = .22 (two-tailed, 

adjusted for multiple comparisons). The magnitude of the differences in the means 

(mean difference = -2.54, 95% Cl: - 6.61 to 1.53) was again very small (eta squared = 

.01).

Hence, the findings from the t-test suggest that the differences between the 

two groups were not statistically significant at the outset and that the intervention 

programme did not have a significant impact, as determined statistically and with 

reference to effect sizes, on children’s reading achievement.

In order to triangulate the findings from the independent samples test, a 

paired-samples t-test was undertaken, in this case, comparing the pre- and post-mean 

scores within each group, as indicated in Table 21.

The Paired-Samples T-Test

A paired-samples t-test, also referred to as repeated measures, was conducted 

to evaluate the impact of the intervention on the experimental group’s reading 

achievement relative to that of the control group, who received no additional help. In 

keeping with the findings of the independent-samples t-test, no significant difference 

in reading attainment was found. Mean scores from Time 1 (end 1st class) for the
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control group (M = 94.10, SD = 12.52) were not statistically different for those 

obtained at Time 2 (end 2nd class) (M=  94.90, SD = 14.09), t (72) = -1.16, p < .25 

(two-tailed, adjusted for multiple comparisons). The mean increase in reading scores 

was .81 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from -2.20 to .58. The eta squared 

statistic (.009) indicated that there was no effect size difference between the mean 

scores of the control group between First and Second Class.

Table 21.

Descriptive Statistics for the MICRA-T Pre- and Post-Intervention Standard Scores

i p p s |ivN um b(® p
m e m ?mmmm

MICRA-T End Is' Class c 73 . 94.10 12.52

End 2nd Class C 73 94.90 14.09

MICRA-T End 1M Class E 69 97.64 12.03

End 2nd Class E 69 97.42 12.45

Scores from Time 1 (end 1st class) for the experimental group (M= 97.64, SD 

= 12.03) were not statistically different either for those obtained at Time 2 (end 2nd 

class) (M= 97.42, SD = 12.45), t (68) = .29, p  < .78 (two-tailed, adjusted for multiple 

comparisons). The mean decrease in reading scores was .23 with a 95% confidence 

interval ranging from -1.30 to 1.73. The eta squared statistic (.001) indicated that 

there was almost no effect size difference between the mean scores of the 

experimental group between First and Second Class. It should be noted, however, 

that what is being referred to here is the relative performance of the children rather 

than absolute improvement. In other words, the fact that the children succeeded in 

maintaining their existing reading levels, albeit at a consistently lower standard than 

the national norm, is noteworthy.

The mean standard scores and standard deviations from the DPRT for the 

control and experimental groups are presented in Table 22. It should be noted that 

unlike the MICRA-T, the DPRT provides sub-test scores in vocabulary and 

comprehension as well as a total reading score. In addition, unlike the MICRA-T test, 

the DPRT was administered once to each group, i.e. when the children reached the
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end of Second Class. Hence, there were no pre-intervention scores against which to 

compare reading achievements.

Table 22.

Descriptive Statistics for the Drumcondra Primary Reading Test Post-Intervention 
Standard Scores

MK9HBI
Nümberfpl: l i iM  e Ä f i

B ilS iS
Standard'®!"!
îéviaàoriÎÇÿ^
« I S S ; «

Drumcondra Primary End 2nd Class C 76 88.03 12.67
Reading Test
(vocabulary) E 74 91.18 12.47

Drumcondra Primary End 2nd Class C 76 88.64 15.07
Reading Test

(comprehension) E 74 89.16 13.62

Drumcondra Primary End 2na Class C 75 87.67 13.09
Reading Test

(total reading score) E 74 90.05 12.45

Again, there was no significant difference in scores at the end of 2nd class in 

the reading vocabulary scores for the control group (M ~ 88.03; SD = 12.67) and 

experimental group, M -  91.18; SD = 12.47; t (148) = -1.53, p  = .127 (two tailed, 

adjusted for multiple comparisons) or in the reading comprehension scores (M = 

88.64; SD = 15.07) and experimental group M  =89.16; SD -  13.62; t (148) = -22 ,p  = 

.82 (two-tailed, adjusted for multiple comparisons). Not surprisingly, the total reading 

score for the control group (M = 87.67; SD ~ 13.09) and experimental group, M = 

90.05; SD = 12.45; t (147) = -1.14, p  = .26 (two-tailed, adjusted for multiple 

comparisons) were not statistically significantly different. The magnitude of the 

differences in the means (mean difference = -2.39, 95% Cl: -6.52 to 1.75) was small 

(eta squared = .01).

It is important to note that while the effect size for the total test was not 

significant, there was a small effect size of .02 recorded for the reading vocabulary 

element of the test. This suggests that vocabulary may be more susceptible to change 

than other elements of the test. Alternatively, teachers’ reports that the introduction of 

A/L strategies, and sharing learning intentions and sharing success criteria techniques 

in particular, resulted in significant additional time investment to facilitate oral 

discussion with the children, in relation to both the purpose and outcomes of their
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learning, might also have contributed to changes in children’s vocabulary. In this 

context, further testing - specifically in relation to children’s oracy - might usefully be 

considered should a further study of this kind be undertaken.

In summary, then, results from all of the statistical tests conducted led to the 

conclusion that the first hypothesis should be rejected. In light of the 

recommendations of previous research that - in order to effect change - interventions 

using AfL need to be maintained for a minimum period of eighteen months (Gardner, 

2008), this finding is not altogether surprising. However, given the observation in the 

literature that research on CPD rarely extends its lens of analysis beyond examining 

changes in instructional practices, teachers’ knowledge and beliefs - to include impact 

on student learning (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Houcks-Horsley & Matsumoto, 1999) 

- it was deemed important to investigate the possibility of potential gains in children’s 

reading.

The large numbers of children within the experimental group with SEN and 

the reported potential of AJL to narrow the ranges of school achievement by raising 

the standards of traditional low achievers -  an issue highlighted by Black and Wiliam 

(1998a) as warranting closer investigation - led to further analysis being undertaken to 

determine if there were any notable changes in the reading patterns of children with 

SEN, before and after the intervention. In this context, an independent-samples t-test 

was conducted; the relevant descriptive data are reported in Table 23.

Table 23.

Descriptive Statistics for the MICRA-T Pre- and Post-Intervention Standard Scores 
(SEN Groups)

^Instrument t^dm  iriisteredli
i p t K !

Nu ra befe
■ S l i f i S i t f

; Mean %

¿v/. •• - ■
MICRA-r End 1st Class SEN-C 17 85.59 14.49

SEN -E 32 88.66 8.78

MICRA-T End 2nd Class SEN-C 18 82.00 8.77

SEN -E 32 89.59 9.02

133



As indicated in Table 23, there was no significant difference in scores in the 

pre-intervention reading scores (MICRA-T) for the SEN control subgroup (M = 

85.59; SD = 14.49) and the SEN experimental subgroup, M= 88.66; SD -  8.78; t (47) 

= -.924, p  = .36 (two-tailed, adjusted for multiple comparisons). The magnitude of 

the differences in the means (mean difference = -3.07, 95% Cl: -11.24 to -  1.713) was 

small (eta squared = .02). However, following the intervention programme, a 

significant difference was detected in standard reading scores (MICRA-T) for the 

control (M= 82.00; SD ~ 8.77) and the SEN experimental subgroup, M ~  89.59 SD = 

9.02; t (48) = -2.89, p  = .006 (two-tailed, adjusted for multiple comparisons). The 

magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = -7.59, 95% Cl: - 12.88 

to -2.31) was large (eta squared = .15).

This finding suggests that, although the difference between the two groups 

was not significant at the outset, the intervention programme did have a significant 

impact on the SEN experimental subgroup as evidenced by the fact that their reading 

scores did not decrease as much as those of the SEN control subgroup. That said, it 

should be noted that a paired samples t-test revealed that there was no statistical 

difference between the MICRA-T standard scores for the SEN experimental group 

before, and after, the intervention (t (27) - .78; p ~ .44). In other words, the children 

maintained their reading levels although, relative to the national norm, their scores 

remained depressed.

Nonetheless, the finding that children with SEN in the experimental group 

succeeded in maintaining their reading standards to the end of Second Class is an 

important one, particularly in light of an earlier Irish study by Martin (1979) that 

reported evidence of a widening achievement gap in reading during primary 

schooling, with socio-economically advantaged children increasing their lead over 

their more disadvantaged peers. Furthermore, the relative achievement of this SEN 

subgroup is underscored by the fact that the tests used at Time 1 (end of First Class) 

and Time 2 (end of Second Class) were at different levels (from MICRA-T Level 1 to 

MICTR-T Level 2), which demanded more complex reading skills. That the children 

managed to maintain their standardized reading scores under these conditions can be 

considered noteworthy.
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Hypothesis 2 : There w ould be a discernible, positive im pact on ch ild re n 's attitudes, 

m otivation and  approaches to reading.

As reported previously, the KMOFAP demonstrated that the potential of A/L 

extends far beyond enhancing performance on traditional, standard tests to engender 

change in the traditional teacher-student roles to the point where “ ...students are not 

merely the objects of their teacher’s behaviour, they are the animators of their own 

effective teaching and learning processes” (James & Pedder, 2006b, p. 28). The 

decision to include the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (ERAS) and the Scaled 

A/L Questionnaire (SA/LQ), as instruments to assess alternative impacts of the 

intervention on children’s learning, was taken precisely because they had the potential 

to capture changes that more traditional reading tests might fail to detect.

Due to the nature of the scores (rank order) obtained from the ERAS, no 

assumptions were made about the sampling distributions of the population and 

therefore a decision was taken to use non-parametric tests to aid the data analysis in 

this case, as recommended by Pallant (2007, pp. 210-231).

The Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric alternative to the t-test for 

independent samples. It tests for differences between two independent groups (the 

control and experimental) on a continuous measure (motivation to read). Rather than 

comparing the means of the two groups, as in the case of the t-test, the Mann-Whitney 

U Test compares median scores; it converts the scores on the continuous variable to 

ranks across the two groups and then evaluates whether the ranks for the two groups 

differ significantly. As outlined in the previous chapter, the ERAS measures children’s 

motivation to reading according to the choices they make on a four-point scale (from 4 

= happy to 1 = very unhappy) for each of ten items in two subscales (recreational and 

academic reading). The test yields three scores, one for each of the subscales, and a 

total composite score. Again, adjustments were made to the Alpha level applied due to 

the application of multiple comparisons (six).
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D escrip tive Statistics fo r  the Elem entary Reading Attitude Survey Post-Intervention  
Standard Scores

Table 24.

m m m
SllfA dm inistered » S 1 1

Elementary End 2nd Class C 76 29.00
Reading Test
(recreational) End 2nd Class E 70 28.00

Elementary End 2nd Class C 76 33.50
Reading Test
(academic) End 2nd Class E 70 31.00

Elementary End 2nd Class C 76 61.50
Reading Test
(total score) End 2nd Class E 70 58.50

The Mann-Whitney U  test revealed no significant difference in the overall 

motivation to read levels of children from the control group (M d = 61.50, n = 76) and 

children from the experimental group (M d =  58.50, n = 70), (7=2398, z = -1.03, p  = 

.30. In addition, the effect size derived from the test, r  = .09, was small (Pallant, 

2007, p. 223). Further analyses revealed similar findings for the subtests.

In keeping with the commitment made at the beginning of this chapter to 

present the findings of this research frankly, it must be noted at this point that the 

Elementary Reading Attitude Survey did not prove as useful or sensitive an 

instrument as originally anticipated, based on the recommendations for its use 

(McKenna et al., 1995). This comment is made in light of the patterns of responses 

made by some children, detected when inputting the raw data into SPSS (continuous 

4s or Is being marked), which appeared to suggest that some children either didn’t 

understand, or were not sufficiently motivated, to answer the questions 

conscientiously. One might speculate that since children from disadvantaged homes 

do not have the same access to books as their more privileged peers (Eivers et al., 

2004), that asking them questions about recreational reading was inappropriate. 

Similarly, given the literacy challenges such children face (Shiel, 2007), being 

requested to answer questions about their motivation to read for academic purposes 

might have elicited responses that reflected more their perceived efficacy than their 

actual motivation, factors which are intimately connected (Harlen, 2006b), as outlined 

in Chapter 2. However, the fact that these difficulties were not detected in advance
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may also be accounted for by the fact that no pilot of this instrument took place. 

Although this runs contrary to recommended practice (Robson, 2006), it resulted from 

the restricted timeframe that presented between the identification of the school and the 

receipt of ethical clearance to conduct the project, which, in turn, was delayed by the 

need to obtain individual consent from each child’s parent/guardian, in addition to 

individual children’s assent. In this context, one can only recommend close 

examination of the suitability of this instrument in the Irish context in the event that it 

is proposed for use in a similar study, and/or that consideration might be given to the 

development of a more robust instrument.

As stated, the second research hypothesis anticipated that the intervention 

project would have a discernible, positive impact on children’s motivation, attitudes 

and approaches to reading. The second instrument employed to test this hypothesis 

was the Scaled AfL Questionnaire (SA/LQ), designed by the researcher in an effort to 

capture any changes that might have occurred in children’s use of A/L approaches 

before, during, and after reading as a consequence of their exposure to AJL strategies 

and techniques during reading lessons.

Again, no assumptions were made in relation to the distribution of the 

population; therefore, the Mann-Whitney U test, that compared the reading 

approaches of the control group and the experimental group at the end of Second 

Class, was conducted initially. It revealed statistically significant findings for each 

subscale, as indicated by the median rank scores reported in Table 25.



Table 25.

Descriptive Statistics fo r  the Scaled AfL Questionnaire Post-Intervention

Mdministérëâ£ umbi :M èdiàn‘Râhks;’| |
;t -fe'ï: ■ ;-v w,' ; PA A

Scaled 
Assessment For

End 2nd Class c 76 27.00

Learning 
Questionnaire 

(before reading)

End 2nd Class E 60 32.00

Scaled 
Assessment For

End 2nd Class C 76 10.00

Learning 
Questionnaire 

(during reading)

End 2nd Class E 60 11.00

Scaled 
Assessment For

End 2nd Class C 76 16.00

Learning 
Questionnaire 
(after reading)

End 2nd Class E 60 20.00

Scaled 
Assessment For

End 2n0 Class C 76 58.00

Learning 
Questionnaire 
(total score)

End 2nd Class E 60 66.00

Taking the findings of each Mann-Whitney U test in turn, it may be reported

that:

• The Mann-Whitney U  test for the before reading  sub-scale revealed a

significant difference in the use of A fL  approaches to support their reading

between the control group (M d = 2 1 , n -  76) and children from the 

experimental group (M d  = 32, n = 60), U  = 1226.5, z — -4.62, p  = .00, r  ~ .40 

-  indicating a medium effect size in favour of the experimental group;

• The Mann-Whitney U  test for the during read ing  sub-scale revealed a 

significant difference in the use of A fL  approaches to support their reading 

between the control group (M d  = 10, n = 76) and children from the 

experimental group (M d  =11,«  = 60), U  = 1850, z = -1.90, p  = .06, r  = .16 -  

indicating a small effect size in favour of the experimental group;

• The Mann-Whitney U  test for the after reading  sub-scale revealed a

significant difference in the use of A fL  approaches to support their reading 

from the control group (M d  = 16, n = 76) and children from the experimental 

group (M d  = 20, n = 60), U  = 1529, z = -3.30, p  = ,001, r  = .28 -  indicating a 

small to medium effect size in favour of the experimental group;
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• The Mann-Whitney U test for the SA/LQ - total score - revealed a significant 

difference in the use of AJL approaches to support their reading between the 

control group (Md = 58, n = 76) and children from the experimental group 

(Md = 66, n — 60), U ~ 1529, z = -3.30, p  = .001, r = .31 - indicating a 

medium effect size in favour of the experimental group.

Subsequent analyses using a Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test, which is designed 

for use with repeated measures, i.e. when subjects are measured on two occasions or 

under two conditions, was conducted on the data. A non-parametric alternative to the 

repeated measures t-test, the Wilcoxon converts scores to ranks and compares them at 

Time 1 (pre-intervention) and Time 2 (post-intervention), rather than comparing mean 

scores. These mean rank data are presented in Table 26 and are organised by means 

for the subscales (before, during, and after reading) and for the total reading score for 

the experimental group at the end of First and Second Class.

Table 26.

Descriptive Statistics for the Scaled AfL Questionnaire Pre- and Post-Intervention

i n a n S i M i M i
fAdmuistëréd WrM ea nR a

É Î 1 § l K | | p
Staiida rd 
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Scaled Assessment 
For Learning 
Questionnaire 

(before reading)

None 

End 1st Class 

End 2nd Class

c
E

E

80

60

25.68

31.52

8.89

6.63

Scaled Assessment None C _ _ _
For Learning
Questionnaire End 1st Class E 80 9.51 3.65

(during reading)
End 2nd Class E 60 11.02 3.20

Scaled Assessment None C _ _ -
For Learning
Questionnaire End 1st Class E 80 17.79 6.43
(after reading)

End 2nd Class E 60 19.08 5.62

Scaled Assessment None C _ _ _
For Learning
Questionnaire End Is' Class E 80 57.30 16.69
(total score)

End 2nd Class E 60 65.25 14.21

139



As a comparison of each pair of means would suggest, it was not surprising to 

discover that the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test revealed a statistically significant 

difference for the experimental group from Time 1 (pre-intervention) to Time 2 (post

intervention) for each subscale and for the total score (z = - 3.65, p  < .000 with a large 

effect size, r = .48, in the latter case). The median score for the SA/LQ total reading 

increased from MD = 57.3 (pre-intervention) to MD = 65.25 (post-intervention).

As indicated in the previous chapter, given the non-standardised nature of this 

instrument, analyses were undertaken to determine the reliability of the scale as a 

whole - and the interreliabity of the subscales - the outcome of which verified that it 

was robust (see Appendix H).

Consequently, with regard to the second hypothesis, it may be reported that 

while there were no changes detected in children’s reading motivation, analyses 

suggested important and significant changes in the use by the experimental group of 

formative assessment approaches in support of their reading, following their exposure 

to a range of A/L strategies and techniques during the intervention project. Hence, the 

conclusion is drawn that the second hypothesis is neither rejected nor affirmed, given 

the contrasting findings in respect of the two elements of Hypothesis 2, i.e. children’s 

motivation to read and children’s use of KjL when reading, respectively. In turning 

now to examine the findings of the teachers’ data, it would be anticipated that changes 

in children’s approaches to reading would be reflected in teachers’ comments about 

developments in teaching practices and their observations of children’s work, with the 

latter acting as a motivation for teacher change, as suggested in the literature (Guskey, 

2002; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002).
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Hypothesis 3: Using the medium of a site-based\ teacher learning community to 

provide a professional development programme on Assessment for Learning would 

have a positive impact on teachers ’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to AfL and, in 
turn, how they teach reading.

As outlined in Chapter 3, there were four class teachers immediately involved 

in the implementation of this project, with an additional teacher attending each of the 

meetings of the Teacher Learning Community (TLC) as the Principal’s delegate, with 

responsibility for liaising with all parties to ensure the smooth running of the TLC. In 

addition, a representative of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

(NCCA), the statutory body with responsibility for advising the Minister for 

Education and Science on matters relating to curriculum and assessment, attended as a 

participant observer. This concession was made at the request of the NCCA in the 

context of their provision of funding to pay substitution costs for the release of the 

teachers during the period of the intervention and for providing video recording 

facilities. The researcher facilitated all meetings of the TLC.

In keeping with a commitment given to the teachers to respect their individual 

identities, and, more critically, to deter from reporting comments and ‘progress’ on a 

case-by-case or class-by-class basis, a profile of-the group rather than individuals is 

provided here, and subsequent commentaries seek to maintain the teachers’ 

anonymity.

Group Proiile

As outlined previously, the number of teachers who sought to participate in 

this project exceeded the numbers required; as a consequence the Principal nominated 

a number of people on the basis that, collectively, they would bring a range of 

interests and experiences to the project, which would enrich the collective experience 

without creating any element of competition. The profile of the group reflected this 

thinking. The teachers, all female, ranged in age from mid-twenties to mid-fifties; 

they had followed different professional pathways into teaching, one having been 

qualified as a National Teacher, others as Bachelors of Education, and a fourth, 

initially as a post-primary teacher, before doing a post-graduate degree in the UK to
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qualify as a primary teacher. In keeping with their age profiles, their years of teaching 

experience and the extent of their career advancement varied: one teacher had taught 

in the host school for more than twenty years, another less than five; three held 

recognised positions of responsibility within the school. Of more immediate 

significance, perhaps, was the fact that for two teachers, this was their first experience 

of teaching Second Class in many years; consequently, familiarity with the curriculum 

at this level was uneven within the group.

Research Findings: Teachers ’ Data

As outlined in the previous chapter, three instruments were used to monitor 

and gauge changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to AJL and the way 

in which this impacted on their teaching practices: pre- and post-intervention 

assessment audits (A/LAI), individual teacher’s learning logs (TLL) and a group 

analysis by the teachers of their experiences of involvement in the teacher learning 

community. A fourth instrument that was pivotal to the intervention project was the 

use by teachers of video to record reading lessons. For the purposes of this study, 

video recording served two key purposes: (a) it provided evidence that the A/L 

strategies and techniques introduced by the researcher at the monthly meetings of the 

TLC were being trialled in the classrooms and (b) it facilitated collective review and 

critique of teacher’s individual efforts to implement AJL by colleagues within the 

TCL (Teachers’ Video Review Sheets). However, video evidence is not considered 

here in response to Hypothesis 3; rather, it is intended to form the basis for post

doctoral analysis of teacher-child engagement in A/L, in addition to being used for 

professional development purposes. This decision was taken on the basis that the 

literature has reported incidents of teachers withdrawing their initial consent to 

participate in video recording of their work, subsequent to the initiation of an 

intervention (Sherin, 2004). In the event that video had been the primary source of 

data, and such action had taken place during this project, it would have jeopardized 

the work. Hence, it was deemed more prudent to employ the range of instruments 

described, with the explicit intent of revisiting the video data subsequent to the 

completion of the study.
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Analyses of data in this section, therefore, follows the order in which it was 

collected, beginning with a review of teachers’ assessment audits, their reflections on 

the findings of their individual learning logs, and concluding with reference to their 

group review of the TLC. It should be noted that, as outlined in Chapter 3, an initial 

review of the data was undertaken by the researcher at the end of May 2008 and this 

information, together with the original data, was returned to each teacher for their 

further consideration and commentary. Hence, the findings reported underwent a 

number of iterations and are therefore judged to accurately represent the voices of the 

teachers involved. Moreover, it should be noted that teachers’ comments have been 

reported as received, with particular emphases such as underlining of words and 

exclamations having been added by the teachers themselves.

Teachers* Assessment Audits: Pre- and Post-Intervention

Table 27 shows the results of each teacher’s average responses to a range of 

questions within the eleven subscales of the A/L audit instrument (A/LAI), before and 

after the intervention. The mean differences on the four-point scale in responses are 

shown in the last column on the right in the table, with the data being organised by 

mean change from high to low, as scored by the individual teachers. In reviewing 

these data, attention is drawn to the fact that, as presented, reported gains appear to be 

modest and restricted to a number of key statements including Fundamental 

Principles, Marking and Providing Feedback, Assessment for Learning and 

Assessment of Learning, respectively, with very small and/or negative changes being 

associated with other statements. In interpreting these data, due consideration must be 

given to the A/L and change literature, as reviewed in Chapter 2, attesting to (1) the 

tendency for teachers to experiment with a limited number of A/L principles in the 

initial stages of exposure to A/L and (2) the non-linearity of the change process in 

general. Hence, the importance of inviting teachers’ considered reflections on the 

data as reported immediately following Table 27 overleaf.
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Table 27. Teachers ’ Pre- and Post-Intervention AfL Audit Responses

-, ' - x r <ÏV;f ¿¿%ÿ'm,|;■
pi^’i  f Sub-Categoriesof Statements Xii-. L&rvX:.,̂ ^IriterventionL^ inteirvention; #^Iiiteiyehti6ii|^

:.^Meah^CShingei\i
tiS-r* îWL'p ’-i. vi!

1 Teacher A m $i : '-f '■"<} xé" \i-~A
Fundamental Principles 1.4 3.4 2.0
Marking and Providing Feedback 1.7 3.3 1.7
Assessment of Learning 1.6 3.2 1.6
Assessment for Learning 1.7 3.2 1.6
Planning Learning 2.2 3.6 1.3
Recording and Evidence 1.2 2.2 1.0
Management and Monitoring 1.6 2.4 0.8
Using Assessment Information to Monitor Progress 1.2 1.8 0.6
Transfer and Transition 1.0 1.4 0.4
Reporting to Parents and Carers 1.7 2.0 0.3
Evaluation as Part of School Improvement 1.7 2.0 0.3

[Teacher
Fundamental Principles 1.7 3.0 1.3
Marking and Providing Feedback 1.6 2.5 0.8
Assessment of Learning 1.4 2.0 0.6
Assessment for Learning 1.8 2.3 0.6
Planning Learning 2.0 2.4 0.4
Recording and Evidence 1.6 2.0 0.4
Management and Monitoring 2.2 2.5 0.3
Using Assessment Information to Monitor Progress 1.8 1.8 0.0
Transfer and Transition 1.9 1.8 -0.1
Reporting to Parents and Carers 1.9 1.7 -0.2
Evaluation as Part o f School Improvement 2.1 1.9 -0.3

i T e k c h e r C . - ^ ^
Fundamental Principles 0.8 4.0 3.2
Marking and Providing Feedback 2.3 3.5 1.2
Assessment of Learning 2.6 3.4 0.9
Assessment for Learning 3.5 4.0 0.5
Planning Learning 2.2 2.6 0.3
Recording and Evidence 2.9 3.2 0.3
Management and Monitoring 3.1 3.2 0.1
Using Assessment Information to Monitor Progress 2.8 2.6 -0.2
Transfer and Transition 2.0 1.8 -0.3
Reporting to Parents and Carers 3.0 2.7 -0.3
Evaluation as Part o f School Improvement 3.3 2.9 -0.4

iTëâcKèr ‘ DL -î ̂
Fundamental Principles 1.4 3.3 1.9
Marking and Providing Feedback 1.8 3.3 1.6
Assessment of Learning 3.7 5.2 1.5
Assessment for Learning 2.3 3.6 1.4
Planning Learning 2.0 3.3 1.3
Recording and Evidence 2.2 2.8 0.6
Management and Monitoring 2.7 3.0 0.3
Using Assessment Information to Monitor Progress 2.6 2.9 0.3
Transfer and Transition 3.2 3.4 0.2
Reporting to Parents and Carers 3.0 3.1 0.1
Evaluation as Part o f School Improvement 3.4 2.2 -1.2
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As acknowledged, Table 27 reports mixed results ranging from very positive 

to negative changes in response to which teachers were invited to reflect and respond. 

In reviewing their responses, a number of themes emerged; these are listed initially 

here before being revisited in turn:

• Teachers expressed different ideas about the accuracy of the mean changes 

reported, with each one for whom a negative response featured proposing that 

this did not reflect their experience of change in these areas, and those whose 

data showed positive changes endorsing the findings;

• Each teacher commented on the extent of the change that had occurred in their 

knowledge, skills and attitudes as a result of their involvement with the 

project, reflecting not only on the progress made but, more critically, on the 

limitations of their understanding of assessment at the outset;

• More than any other issue, teachers made reference to the extent to which 

giving and receiving feedback, as a consequence of sharing learning intentions 

and success criteria, had assumed centre-stage in the teaching and learning in 

their classrooms.

The quantified changes in teachers’ responses to the A/LAI shown in Table 27 

elicited different responses from the teachers concerned, with many expressing 

dissatisfaction, both with the instrument and, more particularly, the initial ratings they 

gave to the individual statements. In general, the initial ratings were deemed inflated 

for a variety of reasons, as suggested below:

I think that the change is not properly reflected as I think that in the initial 
audit, I didn’t truly understand the statements and what AFL was really about. 
I think that the first audit scores should be lower.

Elaborating on this point, the teacher attributed her early scores both a lack of 

understanding of what was being asked and a reluctance to ‘let the side down’:

I was “ambitious” by putting the high scores in the first audit. I think that my 
understanding is greater now and perhaps I’m not as insecure or worried about 
revealing deficits in my practice!! (Or areas which require further 
development).... I feel a little disappointed that I don’t think that I’ve been 
helpful enough in the completion of the first audit. I think I was overwhelmed
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by it, particularly the part which refers to the whole school. I felt that I was 
lacking in knowledge about the whole school but felt that I would be letting 
everyone down by revealing low scores!! I then felt that I had to show a bit of 
understanding and try to show that I was at least trying to aspire to some of the 
statements!

Interestingly, these comments echo concerns raised by Elmore (2000), as 

referenced in the opening chapter of this thesis, in relation to the problem of loose 

coupling in schools and, specifically, the tendency to try to protect any perceived 

internal school difficulties from the critical glare of public scrutiny, often to the 

detriment of instructional leadership. Additionally, it explains the decision taken not 

to include reports by teachers of their perceptions of assessment practices within the 

school as a whole in this review. Indeed, such was the variation in teachers’ 

perceptions, as reported by both the control and experimental class teachers, that 

further interrogation of the findings would have been required -  including, at the very 

least, a series of focus interviews -  before any clarity in relation to the findings could 

have been reached.

Another teacher whose data suggested a regression in her learning, discounted 

the findings, citing equally personal reasons:

Firstly, I’m a harsh marker anyway (I never give a child “excellent” on a 
report). But the main thing is that I didn’t answer 2 questions in May 08’s 
audit for reasons unknown (but I was unwell that day). Had I done so they’d 
(the final scores -  my insertion) be a 2 or 3 which I think puts the average at 
2.33 which is up 0.4. Also I think now that some of my 2s in June ’07 should 
have been 1 s, given what I now know.

Overall, this teacher felt that she had:

- ...Come a long way in developing knowledge, skills and attitudes in AFL and 
although the audit generally shows a small upward trend, it may be that my 
harsh ratings do not fully reflect the progress I think I have made. I believe 
that my teaching of reading has improved hugely through AFL and more than 
these small changes imply.

The comments of other teachers were more forceful in their criticism of the 

audit instrument, per se, in particular to the terminology it used, which reflected their
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unfamiliarity at the pre-intervention stage with basic AJL concepts. As one teacher 

whose data had recorded very positive changes remarked:

The biggest change for me was in the fundamental principles section and it 
demonstrates how far I have come in terms of understanding AFL -  last June, 
I didn’t understand the questions asked. It was all theory and words e.g. 
sharing of learning intentions, pupils assessing work etc.... I had no real 
knowledge or understanding of what AfL was....

Subsequent comments by this teacher revealed the extent of her transition, 

moving from a position where assessment conjured up feelings of negativity and 

reduced efficacy in the context of teaching in a disadvantaged school, to one where 

assessment acts as a vehicle for success:

I know that there has been a sea-change in my attitudes to the very word 
assessment -  it had a negative connotation -  MICRA-T and ways to make all 
of us working in a disadvantaged school to feel -  less. Now I see it as an 
integral part of teaching -  involving the teacher and children working together 
to see where they are in their learning and to go forward.... This year has 
changed my day-to-day teaching and interaction with the children to an 
amazing extent. The whole atmosphere, ethos and learning of the children has 
changed. It is an amazement to me how this has happened -  when did the 
change happen, was there a tipping point of change and when did this occur in 
the course of the school year?

This teacher’s opening comments emphasise the significance of the findings of 

previous research particularly in relation to feedback and the impact on low-achieving 

children of receiving grades-only feedback (Butler, 1988), both on their motivation to 

learn and their feelings of attribution and control (Bandura, 1993a; 1993b). However, 

it also raises concerns about DES/NCCA policy (2004; 2007) as highlighted by Hall, 

Conway, Rath, Murphy, and McKeon (2008), that requires teachers to share the 

findings of standardised test results with parents, and more particularly, the absence of 

guidelines on how sensitive assessment information of this kind may be used to 

empower rather than disable struggling learners, their parents and teachers.

It is significant, in this context, that in reflecting on the changes they witnessed 

in their teaching, each of the teachers referred to changes in the nature and extent of 

their interactions with the children in their care and the purposes served by this 

communication:
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Prior to AFL, I didn’t communicate enough with the children. 1 was teaching 
about their learning and didn’t provide an opportunity for them to 
communicate to me on their learning. The biggest change for me is getting the 
children to reflect and talk about their learning and progress on a regular basis. 
This has been invaluable to me and to the children. This is now part of our 
school day; it’s embedded and the children are really enjoying it. Also, now 
when I assess their work, it has a purpose; I’m not just doing it for the sake of 
it. Children are now more aware of what they are learning, how they can 
achieve success and assess their own learning and set their own goals.

These findings contrast sharply with those of another Irish study, which 

included a focus on teachers’ assessment practices and beliefs, and determined that 

although the teachers interviewed seemed to endorse assessment for learning for 

teaching purposes, the descriptions they provided of their assessment practices did not 

indicate core involvement by the learners themselves. As reported:

...Teachers did not talk about sharing success criteria with pupils or helping 
pupils become aware of how their work is judged and there was little or no 
emphasis on pupil self-assessment or peer assessment or ipsative assessment -  
features considered essential by the theoretical research on formative 
assessment. (Hall & Kavanagh, 2002, p. 265)

In light of these earlier observations, this research would seem to indicate that 

the reason teachers may not talk about formative assessment strategies is because they 

are either unaware of them or they confuse their existing assessment practices with 

what is recommended. Certainly, the following comments would suggest that this is 

an issue:

Before the intervention I had my own opinion, ideas and views on what 
assessment was. I thought that marking copies, correcting worksheets and 
chatting to pupils, tests... was keeping up to date with assessment so I 
therefore thought the aspects of recording, marking and providing feedback 
were ongoing in my teaching. Now I understand what feedback is -  it needs 
to inform the children and the teacher about where they are at and how they 
can move forward. Before the intervention, I said that the statement Pupils are 
provided with opportunities to assess their own and others work was mirrored 
in my classroom. But what I thought that meant was children swapping copies 
and sheets and correcting each other’s work. Now I see that this has totally 
new meaning for me. Pupils in my classroom now do that but in a different 
way — orally and give suggestions as to how to move on and progress. 
Feedback for my pupils now has a purpose; it has it’s own worth. If I knew 
then what I know now about feedback, I certainly wouldn’t have given myself 
a 4.
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Intervention teachers’ reports of sharing information with children in this way, 

and the information being used by teachers and children alike to inform the next step 

in learning, signifies a significant departure in practices from that reported in the Irish 

study referred to previously. In contrast, comments made by teachers interviewed for 

that study led the authors to conclude that:

.. .Teachers place more emphasis on furnishing information that informs their 
teaching decisions than information that informs individual pupils’ learning 
decisions. Adding weight to this claim that their assessments are mainly for 
their own teaching decisions is their approach to assessment evidence. The 
collection, recording and reporting of assessment evidence, though not entirely 
absent, did not feature strongly in their discourse of assessment. (Hall & 
Kavanagh, 2002, p. 266)

In the absence of formal training in A/L in Ireland, as noted by (Eivers et al., 

2004), coupled with epistemological confusion in policy text (Hall, 2000), the 

findings reported here are hardly surprising and reinforce the urgency of the case for 

providing Irish teachers with extensive and sustained CPD in assessment, as recently 

recommended (O’Leary, 2008). It is reassuring, in this context, that as the findings of 

this study show, quite radical changes in knowledge, skills and attitudes can take 

place in a relatively short period of time (albeit with significant support), with far- 

reaching consequences:

Using assessment information to monitor progress -  I think that it is 
something that I’ve always done informally but I think that now I’m more 
aware of the importance of steering children towards learning goals and 
“closing the gap”. I think that I’m more in control of helping the children to 
learn and in helping them become owners of their own learning.

Teachers ’ Learning Loss

While teachers’ commentary in response to their assessment audits was 

generally positive, this should not be interpreted as suggesting that involvement in the 

project was unchallenging. In keeping with the literature on change (Smith & 

Gillespie, 2007), teachers experienced a range of emotions and concerns, that were 

both very personal and, at times, unexpected. In general, the concerns raised in the 

learning logs related to the issues of time, personal- and teacher-efficacy, the
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challenge of inter-personal critique (particularly on video) and the unpredictability of 

the change process. The central mediated support to which they attributed their 

success in navigating these concerns was the teacher learning community.

The issue of time is a perennial bugbear in the literature on change (Cuban, 

1984; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006). However, significantly, the time concerns 

raised by the intervention teachers related more to the amount of time required to 

come to grips with the language, strategies and techniques of formative assessment -  

and writing lesson plans in particular - than actually finding opportunities to 

undertake this kind of work, which was not entirely unexpected given their routine 

release from teaching to attend CPD. The nuances of their concern are evident in the 

contrasting commentaries that follow, with one teacher expressing concern about the 

project becoming too theoretical and the other accepting, in retrospect, that learning is 

challenging and requires a significant investment of time, effort and perseverance, and 

a large dollop of humour:

In the first term I had huge concerns around lesson plans and the time needed 
to write them. I was concerned about my understanding of WALTs (acronym 
for ‘we are learning to’, i.e. learning intentions -  my insertion) and WILFs 
(acronym for ‘what I am looking for is’, i.e. success criteria -  my insertion) 
and the project moving towards a theoretical base that has nothing to do with 
classroom practice.

My concerns about time diminished as I became more familiar with AFL and 
planning became easier. This was due to all the time we spent talking about 
strategies, techniques and even getting bogged down on language and minutia 
was part of the learning curve. So all these handouts, videos and talk were 
very useful Zita and that time meant that my concerns about time at the end 
are only that it’s over and there’s still more learning to do. (But you can’t hold 
our hands forever).

While the issue of time was an important one, there were other concerns that 

teachers raised which were of a much more personal nature, reflecting both the 

literature on the kinds of change that teachers are likely to experience when involved 

in an initiative of this kind (Hall & Ford, 1987), and the interrelatedness of teachers’ 

feeling of efficacy, motivation and attribution (McKinney et al., 1999). In requesting 

teachers to reflect on their learning logs and the nature of the concerns they expressed 

over time - how these evolved or stagnated, and why -  teachers were provided with
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some contextual information on the Concerns Based Adoption Model, and the Stages 

of Concern (Hall & Ford, 1987), as shown in Appendix M. As a consequence, 

teachers’ statements made frequent reference to the stages at which they associated 

their concerns. The following commentary from three different teachers reflects Hall 

and Ford’s (1987) view that personal or self-concerns dominate in the early stages of 
an intervention:

Yes, my concerns early on were more the fear of the unknown as such and 
once I moved on, my concerns and needs changed as earlier concerns were 
dealt with. Time was always going to be a big need -  planning time, 
preparation and reflection. I probably started on part 3 of scale -Personal -  1 
was my biggest concern -  could I do this, am I capable of doing this project 
justice? Part of me was at point 2 -  I wanted to learn and I was interested in 
this new innovation.

During the intervention period, my biggest concern was “Am I able to do this 
and do justice to AFL for Zita? Can I change my current style of teaching and 
adopt new practices?

I began very much at 3. Initially my energy and the demands concerned me as 
I have a demanding class and a child at home who wakes me every night.

The literature also suggests that navigating the change process is an 

idiosyncratic and non-linear process (van den Berg et al., 2000), that advancement and 

progression depends, in large part, on timely and appropriate support (Hall & Ford, 

1987; Stein et al., 1988) and that, as reported by Condie et al. (2005) in relation to the 

LHTL project, ‘hot’ information and support from colleagues is prized far more than 

the ‘cold’ information of research. These themes seem to be borne out by the 

following comments from different teachers:

I think that I started at 3 -  the personal stage of concern. I think that I have 
reached 6 -  the collaboration stage because I have spent some time at each of 
the intervening stages but in some ways I feel I haven’t actually moved away 
from stage 3. I always seem to return to my own personal needs and concerns. 
In other ways I am very much excited about starting a full school year (from 
September) using all that I’ve learned this year to help the children learn more 
and more successfully!

I’d say a part of me is now at point 5 on the scale. My concern is now how 
can I take my teaching and feedback to inform the next lesson; what 
consequences is my teaching having on their future learning? How can I
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improve in order to enhance their performance in a lesson? Am I going 
forward and are they?

There are signs of progression in my learning from the intervention stage to 
now. I’m not as concerned now about myself, my confidence and ability, 
working and sharing with my peers, getting feedback from them and the 
honesty among the group was fantastic. Watching other teachers teach was 
invaluable -  I learned so much more that I would have reading notes from a 
page. Also when we worked together to create WALTs and WILFs - that was 
extremely helpful. Overall, sharing our learning was what supported me most.

As indicated in the last statement, although some teachers were initially very 

fearful of inviting colleagues to watch videos of their teaching, which is not 

unsurprising given the “legendary autonomy” among Irish teachers (OECD, 1991) 

and the inevitable isolation of teaching in Ireland as elsewhere (Hindin et al., 2007; 

Sugrue, 2004c), the medium proved an enormous success:

I began by being concerned about myself, being “watched” while I taught and 
being “criticized” (now I know it’s “critiqued” or reviewed).... The idea of 
others watching me teach and reviewing me was daunting. I became very at 
ease with the video and better able to hear what others were saying in review 
and while I did (and do) continue to have concerns about me they are more 
about fine-tuning and embedding... because I am trying for more children’s 
talk/involvement, more meaningful lessons for children, more self and peer 
assessment again in a meaningful (for the children) way...

The video and watching my colleagues was a great learning experience. I 
would love to continue to have time out of classroom to meet my colleagues 
and review and plan (not 2 days but an hour would help).

While there may have been differences in the nature of teachers’ concerns, 

there was no ambiguity in the feedback in relation to the role played by the teacher 

learning community:

The biggest support was the group experience -  it was a genuine safe space for 
complete sharing and learning. Everyone put themselves out there to help, 
support and share both the good and the bad without egos or personalities 
getting in the way. The feedback received from my lessons shared made me 
continue to try different ideas -  to adapt and refine what I was doing. I also 
liked getting the background information from Zita - 1 found it really useful to 
look into my AFL files on feedback, questioning etc. to get ideas or to transfer 
my actual practice back to the theory and compare/contrast both.
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I can’t seem to over-emphasize the benefits of the Teacher Learning 
Communities. I’ve learned so much -  both through others’ review of my 
practice and through reviewing others’ practice! I was initially terrified of 
showing the videos of my lessons and worried that I would be unable to take 
the criticism (albeit constructive and supportive at all times!).

The heterogeneous group was great as everybody brought something different 
to the table and this was a great group for affirming, accepting, comforting. It 
was easy to review video with this group. No element of competition 
intruded.

These comments seem to endorse the situative perspective adopted in this 

study that site-based, teacher learning communities offer a particularly rich 

environment in which to undertake CPD because of the immediacy of the classroom 

contexts as a focal point for teachers’ critical review and reflection. In this context, 

video footage of classroom practice presented as a unique artefact to focus teachers’ 

learning because of the opportunity it offered to revisit the complexity of the 

classroom after the event, thereby affording teachers the opportunity “ ...to develop a 

different kind of knowledge for teaching -  knowledge not of ‘what to do next’ but 

rather, knowledge of how to interpret and reflect on classroom practice” (Sherin, 

2004, p. 14). This echoes closely the view as expressed that “ ...learning ‘to do’ 

assessment for learning requires the development of expertise, not just the rote 

application of declarative or procedural knowledge” (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 

16).

In keeping with the commitment to offer a ‘warts-and-all’ report on this 

intervention, it should be noted that there were times when the project faltered, as 

teachers’ comments evidence:

I felt in January -  a system overload and. I found the February sessions were 
just what I needed -  overview and review of all that had gone before. I feel 
that in the last few months the AFL methods are completely embedded. I 
couldn’t see myself teaching any other way.

I got stuck early on with the language of writing WALTs and WILFs and now 
I feel that this happened because it was all new to us. Now writing WALTs 
and WILFs comes more freely -  I don’t get too hung up about it now. Also 
the children’s vocabulary and language has improved so much that they have a 
greater understanding of the language used.
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I don’t feel stuck and I think I plodded along and maybe around April I had a 
small eureka moment and it all came together for me. But I think it was the 
plodding that got me there. At the February review I came in feeling a bit low 
and our discussion on the 19th February was great as we all seemed to start off 
feeling down and through talking we moved towards more positive feelings. 
TLC really was great and got us through!

What is particularly interesting from the teachers’ comments in relation to the 

challenges cited is that no specific reference was made to the role played by the 

facilitator in trying to anticipate and respond, in timely fashion, to the individual and 

collective concerns that arose along the way. It is noteworthy in this context, that on 

foot of their research into the relationship between teachers’ conversations and 

collaboration outside the classroom and their actual classroom teaching of literacy, 

Hindin et al. (2007, p. 372) identified the need . .to explore the role of the facilitator 

in teacher learning groups...” as a priority; hence, this is a point that is revisited in the 

next section in the context of the teachers’ group response to their experience of 

participation in this project.

In concluding this section of the review, two final comments - both by the 

same teacher - are recorded that serve to reinforce the point made frequently in the 

research literature that “ ...if the teaching practices one is aiming to change are 

recurrent, central, and entrenched within everyday teaching and school culture, then 

teachers will need sustained support to change them” (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 

15). Reflecting on the success of the project, it was remarked that “...the children in 

2nd class this year have had a wonderful experience of reading and surely it must feed 

into their attitudes and understanding”. However, this articulation of joy was 

countered with an expression of concern, not only in relation to the scalability of what 

had been achieved within the school but, more critically, about the feasibility of an 

AjL approach in general, despite all the evidence of its success:

...I would love ideas about how the philosophy of AFL could be disseminated 
throughout the school. I wonder about how realistic it is to have AFL in an 
infant classroom. I know it has been done in England but in our particular 
environment -  DEIS Band 1 - 1 see difficulties.

In some ways, this comment runs contrary to expectations. For example, in 

light of their experiences with teachers in the KLOT programme, Thompson and
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Wiliam (2007, p. 18) pointed to the fact that when teachers heard colleagues recount 

stories of the success enjoyed, both by themselves and their students following the 

introduction of A/L strategies and techniques, these stories served as “existence 

proofs” that the changes required were both feasible and worthwhile, spurring 

teachers to experiment. As reported, the “existence proofs” thereby acted to 

counterpoint the common lament that: “...that’s all well and good for teachers at those 

schools, but that won’t work here with the kinds of students we get at this school” 

(Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 18). That this kind of lament was voiced by a teacher 

in this study, on foot of the successes reported by all of the teachers involved, 

highlights both the fragility of the change process and the need to ensure that the 

support teachers receive is sufficient to sustain their initial enthusiasm and belief in 

the intervention when the initial “bootstraps” of support (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007) 

have been removed and they must carry the mantle alone. This is very important if 

teachers are to feel sufficiently empowered to continue to prioritise and sustain the 

efforts made when faced with the inevitable challenges of the status quo within their 

schools, and more specifically, “...school cultures that do not easily align with the 

needs of sustained, school-embedded, collegial work with colleagues” (Thompson & 

Wiliam, 2007, p, 20).

Teachers* Group Response to the CPD Programme

This final element of the analysis of teachers’ data considers the findings of 

the teachers’ independent review of the programme of professional development 

offered, with specific reference to the content, process and context of the work. 

Framed by the work of Smith and Gillespie (2007), teachers were encouraged to 

reflect critically on what they had experienced and record as “pock-marked” an 

account as they deemed fit (Thompson et al., 2004). Their review was scaffolded by 

the provision of information on issues that are considered within the literature to 

impact on the success of CPD, together with some prompt questions to facilitate their 

navigation of these issues (see Appendix N).

It should be noted, at this point, that although sufficient time was given to this 

task, the findings shared with the researcher were sparse, relative to the amount of
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information derived from the other research instruments employed. This may have 

been because the direction given to the group was to discuss the issues liberally and 

record the key findings in writing thereafter. While the rationale for adopting this 

approach was to afford the teachers the latitude to express their opinions unimpeded 

by any feelings of guilt or fear of offence - particularly to the researcher - in hindsight, 

had the meeting been facilitated by an independent party, more information may have 

been recorded in relation to the issues discussed.

In light of the condensed nature of the responses given, the findings have been 

included in full in Appendix O, thereby affording the reader full access to the data. 

Rather than offering a commentary on each of the responses made by the group, a 

number of important themes are considered which have either not emerged in the 

discussion thus far or require further comment, including critically, teachers’ content 

knowledge and the role of the facilitator in the CPD process. However, this analysis 

is prefaced by a brief overview of the main points raised by the teachers in their 

review.

As Appendix O shows, the teachers reviewed the CPD under three categories: 

content, process and context. In contrast to the individual reviews analysed in the 

previous section, the tone of this data was to some extent more critical. For example, 

in addition to the teachers’ re-articulation of their concerns about the amount of time 

spent in the initial stages of the intervention and the suitability of the approach for 

children so young, they questioned the role played by government bodies and 

educational institutions in supporting their learning in this area. In addition, they 

made specific reference (for the first time) to the issue of content knowledge, 

commenting, as the teachers who participated in the Assessment is for Learning 

project in Scotland had before them (see Condie et al., 2005), that they learned more 

from themselves (in this case, their videos) than from any “AFL research/handouts” 

(Teachers9 Independent Review, Appendix O). In addition, the group made a number 

of specific references to the contribution of the researcher, in her role as facilitator. 

The observations were generally very positive, with some interesting comments being 

made about the facilitator’s personal mastery of AJL content and the nature of the 

observations made in response to observations of teaching.
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These commentaries raise a number of important issues, including that 

addressed by Black and Wiliam (2006a), following their experience with the 

KMOFAP “ ...about the notoriously difficult problem of turning research into 

practice” (p. 18) and the potential role of academic researchers in supporting school- 

based initiatives of this kind, an issue revisited in the final chapter. More pressing 

issues that arise at this point, however, include (a) the potential pitfalls of the 

‘knowledge of practice’ (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999) approach to CPD, as outlined 

in Table 3, Chapter 2 and (b) the nature and contribution of the facilitator to the TLC.

Speculating on the challenges for teachers of engaging in independent reviews 

of their own practice, Sugrue (2003) makes the point that it is important to recognise 

that:
.. .There are pitfalls to practitioner-focused inquiry, sometimes disparagingly
referred to as a ‘pooling of ignorance’ rather than a building of expertise....
Espousal of this approach, therefore, needs to avoid exclusive focus on 

* teachers’ craft knowledge, (p. 23)

The point raised here is that teachers’ ability to undertake peer-to-peer 

analysis, particularly in AJL - which is premised on the idea of closing the gap 

between students’ current levels of attainment and the next step in their learning - 

rests not just on the degree to which they feel free to give and receive feedback to 

colleagues but, at least as critically, on teachers’ underlying content knowledge. 

Hence, the observation by Grossman et al. (2001) that “ ...learning from colleagues 

requires both a shift in perspectives and the ability to listen hard to other adults, 

especially as these adults struggle to formulate thoughts in response to challenging 

intellectual content” (p. 993).

It is significant in this regard that distinctions have been drawn in the literature 

between the various categories of knowledge that teachers require, including subject 

matter knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge 

(Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman, 1989). Subject matter knowledge, as the term 

suggests, refers to the depth and breadth of knowledge in a particular curricular 

content area (in this case, literacy and the teaching of reading), and the concepts, 

facts, rules and conventions on which a teacher draws to teach. Pedagogical 

knowledge, that includes knowledge about learning theory, cognitive and affective
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development is more generic in nature, and supports teachers more generally in their 

day-to-day decision-making and interactions with all students. This contrasts with 

pedagogical content knowledge, which is content/subject specific and serves to inform 

teachers’ pedagogical decisions about instruction and learning in relation to the 

individual subject areas, including what should be taught, in what sequence, using 

what methodologies and media.

Interestingly, while there is little disagreement within the research community 

in relation to the importance of aiming to develop teachers’ content knowledge as part 

of CPD (Shulman, 1986; Smith & Gillespie, 2007), what happens when teachers - 

with varying degrees of expertise - engage in “practitioner-focused inquiry” (Sugrue, 

2003, p. 23) with a view to developing ‘knowledge of practice’ (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1999) is less clear. Recent remarks by researchers involved in the KLOT 

project are noteworthy:

This issue of deficiencies in teachers’ subject matter knowledge raises a 
question for the model we describe: are there limits to the effectiveness of 
teacher learning communities focused on assessment for learning in 
transforming teacher practice, given pre-existing limits on teachers’ subject 
matter knowledge? We do not have a definitive answer to this question, 
though we can report that we have repeatedly observed groups of teachers 
improve their pedagogical practice, even when no teacher in the group has had 
strong content knowledge. (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 18)

Moreover, Thompson and Wiliam (2007) argue that because teachers are 

centrally engaged in the same learning voyage as their colleagues, this affords them a 

unique insight into the dynamics of the change process, and, as a consequence, the 

nature of the dilemmas presenting and supports required. Hence, the belief that 

“...teachers themselves can provide effective leadership for their peers...” provided 

that they do not “ ...assume an “extra” expertise just because they are in the role of 

facilitator and advocate for the teacher learning community” (Thompson & Wiliam, 

2007, p. L8), and receive some external guidance on how to mediate a group.

In responding to these views, it is necessary to consider the role adopted by the 

researcher in this study, who acted as facilitator of the TLC for the duration of the 

project. In many ways, the description of the “legitimate peripheral participant”, 

(Thompson & Wiliam, 2007, p. 19), seems fairly appropriate. Arguing from the
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premise that, to be a fully-fledged member of a teacher learning community, a 

participant must be attempting to change his/her own practice, Thompson and Wiliam 

(2007) suggest that provided participants “ ...recognize, and accept, their 

peripherality, they can be of substantial help to the community, brokering ideas, 

acting as advocates, and facilitating the community’s learning” (p. 19). Certainly, the 

experience of the researcher would resonate with the notion that it is very difficult to 

participate fully in a TLC when one is not in fact a member of the teaching 

community, per se. However, as this researcher learned, mediation of the role of 

facilitator is contingent on the ability to draw both on theoretical knowledge of KfL 

and incremental learning in relation to the application of strategies and techniques. 

Hence, the decision was made very early on by the researcher to trial any practices 

being recommended to the teachers during meetings of the TLC in her own context, 

albeit this was at third level and in the context of teacher education. Given the 

“deceptively simple” (Black & Wiliam, 2006b) nature of A/L - in retrospect - it would 

be hard to conceive of a situation in which this work could have been undertaken in 

the absence of this developing knowledge because it would not only have jeopardised 

the credibility of the researcher as guide to the group, but would also have seriously 

undermined her potential to empathise with the teachers in the context of the 

challenges that presented as they struggled to implement A/L.

Two related points need to be made at this juncture. First, reflecting on earlier 

views expressed in relation to the impact of competencies in content knowledge on 

the development of A/L skills (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007), it is noteworthy that, at 

times, gaps in teachers’ understanding of core elements of the reading process, 

including, for example, how to teach phonics, certainly threatened to hamper progress. 

Given that the concept of ‘closing the gap’ on children’s learning is premised on 

teachers’ ability to diagnose - with speed and acuity - individual zones of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978) across a range of subject areas at primary level, in 

order to scaffold the student’s next learning step, it is hardly surprising that hiatuses in 

knowledge emerged. However, rather than expecting this issue to be resolved through 

on-going, internal debate amongst the teachers, the experience of this project would 

suggest that, having highlighted the need, it presented a further opportunity for 

focused CPD, that would most likely require an injection of specialist guidance and 

support.
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The second and final point to be made in this context relates back to the role of 

the facilitator. Although Thompson and Wiliam (2007) suggest that teachers can 

assume the role of facilitation with relative ease, provided they receive some kind of 

reassurance in relation to the expectations associated with the role and some external 

support, the experience of this project would suggest that, in the absence of consistent 

modelling and the development of - what might be termed - situational artefacts 

(Borko, 2004), teachers are extremely reticent to participate in any kind of genuine 

critique of their colleagues’ work. The key artefact developed to support teachers 

during this project was an adaptation of the P.E.N. (Prompt/Error/Next) A/L 

technique to the P.I.N. (Prompt/Improvement/Next), as shown in Appendix P. Prior 

to its introduction, the degree to which teachers engaged in critical review was 

minimal, with the task falling almost exclusively on the researcher/facilitator. 

However, its introduction acted as a de facto instrument to apply, in alternative 

measures, the pressure and support deemed to be required to bring about changes in 

teaching practices (Wiliam, 2008).

Consideration of these findings would suggest the need for further review, 

both of the role and skills-base of facilitators, and teachers’ content knowledge, if 

consideration were being given to extending the model of site-based, TLCs to develop 

teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to formative assessment. However, this is 

not to detract in any way from the potential which this approach offers; indeed, as 

teachers’ comments indicate, this is a model of very high leverage.

Before concluding this section, it is important to note teachers’ comments 

regarding the context in which the CPD took place, and specifically their reiteration of 

the views expressed previously about the unqualified value of sustained, school-based 

learning, as recorded in Appendix P.

In contrast to Hypotheses 1 and 2 then, analyses and review of the data led to 

the conclusion being drawn that the third hypothesis should be affirmed, despite the 

apparently equivocal nature of the data reported in Table 27. Moreover, as teachers’ 

reflections and commentary evidenced, the use of a TLC provided a suitable medium 

to support the development of their knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to AfL and 

concomitant changes in their classroom practices.
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Summary

This chapter provided a detailed description of the results from the analyses 

undertaken in respect of three research hypotheses that sought to determine the impact 

of a one-year intervention project in A/L on a cohort of children and their teachers. 

The final chapter reflects on these findings and the limitations of the work, before 

making a number of recommendations that relate to research, policy and practice.
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

This thesis examined the potential of a teacher learning community to bring 

about changes in teachers’ understanding and use of Assessment for  Learning, and the 

extent to which these changes would impact on the reading achievement of a cohort of 

children in a disadvantaged school. Arguing that Irish education is currently 

witnessing a fundamental shift in focus from an emphasis on curriculum revision, 

professional development and policy implementation to one of review, the case was 

made that, despite the significant progress enjoyed in recent decades, there are 

perennial difficulties that require urgent attention, including the problem of 

persistently low levels of literacy among vulnerable Irish populations. A selective 

review of international literature on student achievement pointed to the pivotal role 

played by teachers - second only to demographic variables - in determining children’s 

academic success at school. However, it was also acknowledged that instructional 

influence is subject to the ‘dilution effect’ of other variables including teachers’ 

access to, and experience of, sustained professional development. In turn, this raised 

issues about the nature of CPD, and the contribution played by evolving theories of 

learning in aiding understanding of the factors that influence its success.

The catalytic idea that drove the work of this thesis, however, was the 

potential of formative assessment or AyL, reported by previous international research, 

to effect significant improvements in children’s learning, and traditional low- 

achievers in particular. A selective review of literature highlighted how the early 

promise of quantifiable effect-size improvements in students’ learning, following 

exposure to the judicious employment of a range of A/L strategies and techniques, 

motivated a diversity of follow-up studies focused variously on developing practical 

classroom strategies, and developing financially-viable models of CPD that would 

maintain the fidelity of the policy message when taken to scale. However, the 

literature reviewed, both in respect of AyL and CPD, indicated that many questions 

remain unanswered, especially (a) how AyL might act as a lever to level out the
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achievement gap between traditional high and low achievers and (b) how the potential 

of site-based CPD, mediated through a teacher learning community (TLC), could 

provide teachers with the professional support required to stimulate and sustain 

radical changes in teaching, learning and assessment practices. Against this 

background, the research project described in this thesis was conceived and 

implemented in accordance with an interpretive/constructivist paradigm that 

facilitated the adoption of a mixed methods approach, in response to three hypotheses. 

As described, the study employed a quasi-experimental design to test the first two 

hypotheses and a qualitative approach with respect to the third. In light of the 

extensive report in the previous chapter of the findings of the analyses conducted, 

only selective highlights are reiterated at this point.

Research Hypotheses and Findings

Hypothesis 1: A nine-montht school-based intervention, employing Assessment for 

Learning principles and practicet would make a quantitative difference (i.e. effect 

size) to the reading achievement of a target group of children when compared to a 

similar cohort not involved in the intervention.

The application of a series of statistical tests to the study led to the conclusion 

that the first hypothesis should be rejected and that the effect size differences between 

the groups were small. However, comparative analyses of the reading standards of 

children with SEN in the control and experimental groups suggested that although the 

differences between the two groups were not significant at the outset, the intervention 

programme did have a significant impact on the SEN experimental subgroup, 

evidenced by the fact that their reading scores did not decrease to the same extent as 

those of the SEN control subgroup. That said, it was noted that there was no 

statistical difference between the test scores for the SEN experimental group before 

and after the intervention. These findings point to the need for further exploratory 

research — perhaps with closer examination of the work of Fuchs and Fuchs (1986) 

and Bergan et al. (1991), whose work also focused on disadvantaged communities 

(see Table 8, p. 66) - particularly in relation to the suitability of existing measurement 

tools, such as standardised tests, to measure subtle changes in children’s learning that
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may. occur after a short intervention period. In light of the experimental class 

teachers’ anecdotal reports that the children’s oral language developed significantly as 

a result of engaging in classroom discussion on learning intentions, success criteria 

and providing oral feedback to each other, there is a clear need to ensure that such 

evidence is not lost by virtue of the bluntness of the research instruments employed.

Hypothesis 2: There would be a discernible, positive impact on children’s attitudes, 

motivation and approaches to reading.

The analyses of data conducted using non-parametric statistical tests suggested 

that while there were no detectable changes in children’s attitudes or motivation to 

reading, significant changes in the use by the experimental group of formative 

assessment approaches in support of their reading, following their exposure to a range 

of AjL strategies and techniques during the intervention project, were found. Hence, 

the conclusion was drawn that the second hypothesis could be neither fully rejected 

nor affirmed, signalling the need for further research and the need to develop 

instruments with sufficient design-sensitivity to capture subtle changes in children’s 

attitudes, motivation and approaches to reading.

Hypothesis 3: Using the medium o f a site-based, teacher learning community to 

provide a professional development programme on Assessment for Learning would 

have a positive impact on teachers ’ knowledge, skills and attitudes of/to AfL and, in 

turn, how they teach reading.

As anticipated, the reported changes in children’s approaches to reading were 

reflected in changes in teachers’ pre- and post-intervention responses to an AfL audit, 

together with data from Learning Logs and the group review of the CPD offered, 

indicating overall positive developments in teachers’ knowledge, skills and attitudes 

to A/L. Among the key findings to emerge from these data were the following:

• In keeping with the findings of previous Irish research (DES, 2005a; 2005b;

2005c; Hall, 2000; NCCA, 2005a; 2005b; 2005c) participating teachers lacked

baseline understanding of the principles of formative assessment;
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consequently, their awareness of deficits in pre-intervention classroom 

assessment practices was initially limited;

• During the course of the intervention, as a consequence of participation in a 

TLC characterised by trust and mutual respect, teachers embraced the use of 

video as a mediating artefact to facilitate critical review of practice. As 

reflected in individual Learning Logs, despite the idiosyncratic, non-linear and 

highly individual nature of the learning experiences, teachers progressed from 

initial pre-occupation with self-concerns to consider higher order issues, such 

as how to exploit the teaching-learning process to maximise student 

engagement and achievement. In this context, specific reference was made to 

the sharing of learning intentions, success criteria and formative feedback to 

close the gap on children’s learning;

• Teachers prized learning derived from critical peer-review of video over 

research-based input and questioned the roles played, to-date, by academic and 

DES agencies in guiding teachers’ implementation of A/L;

• Despite the reported success achieved, concerns regarding the suitability of 

A/L as a key pedagogical approach to teaching young children in a severely 

disadvantaged context persisted. One of the primary challenges in 

undertaking an intervention of this kind is that, as indicated in Chapter 2, there 

is a notable absence of international research on the impact of A/L on very 

young children and/or children from disadvantaged communities. In light of 

Black and Wiliam’s (2006a) observation that teachers’ willingness to 

experiment with A/L is influenced by knowledge of colleagues who face 

similar teaching challenges and yet manage to implement A/L with success, 

this finding is not altogether unexpected.

Notwithstanding these concerns, the conclusion drawn was that the third hypothesis 

should be affirmed.

Limitations of the Study

Reflecting on these findings, and the study generally, served to highlight the 

limitations of the work as well as potential avenues for further research. Beginning
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with the limitations of the study, the following key issues are acknowledged and 

should be borne in mind when evaluating the research conclusions:

• This was a project of modest proportions. It involved a small sample of 

children and teachers, in a very specific context, using a non-randomised 

design, over a timescale that research suggests is insufficient to bring about 

quantifiable changes in children’s learning. Moreover, by virtue of the cohort 

of children included, and the fact that they transferred to a senior school at the 

end of the project, the potential to document the extent to which exposure to 

this intervention might influence the learning achievements of this group 

overtime was truncated;

• The design features of the project were compromised by (a) the absence of a 

pilot phase to test the proposed research instruments and (b) the instruments 

used to capture changes in children’s learning and to audit teachers’ 

assessment literacy and post-intervention review of the group experience of 

CPD. As a consequence, one might argue that aspects of participants’ learning 

may not have been detected. As previously noted, the practice of employing 

national standardised tests as a mechanism of measuring developments in 

children’s learning achievements has been established in the A/L literature 

(e.g. KMOFAP, Black & Wiliam, 2006a). However, as remarked previously 

in this chapter, the findings of this study suggest that, even though a number of 

reliable tests may be used, modest, but important gains in children’s learning 

may go undetected because the instruments used are not sufficiently refined 

(e.g. oracy, see Table 22, p. 132);

• Although video played a key role in mediating teachers’ learning in this study, 

its potential as a source of rich data to inform a wider audience of the 

classroom-based challenges which teachers and children face in adapting to 

AjL was lost, by virtue of the decision to exclude its analysis as a consequence 

of the short timeframe of the project. In addition, the opportunity to formally 

triangulate these data with other findings of the study was not exploited;

• It might also be suggested that teachers’ mastery of A/L may have been 

compromised by the fact that the researcher had neither professional training 

nor practical expertise in formative assessment prior to the intervention, and
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was depending on the findings of research and experimentation with strategies 

and techniques in her own teaching at third level, to support her in guiding the 

teachers effectively;

• Finally, an intervention of this kind is time-consuming and expensive, and 

while it can legitimately claim elements of success, arguably, it has raised as 

many questions as it has answered. Specifically, the issue of how this 

particular model of CPD, which was judged so highly, could be leveraged to 

inform a research and policy agenda in formative assessment, that would begin 

to address the immediate need for quality CPD - while also feeding into a 

medium-to-long-term agenda of national reform in assessment - requires 

careful consideration.

By way of response to some of the limitations outlined, four sets of 

recommendations are offered with the intention of signposting the implications of the 

study and how they may be used to progress research, policy and practice in this area. 

In keeping with the attempt made throughout this work to anchor the conceptual 

framework and research design firmly within the parameters of current research 

literature and research paradigms, these recommendations are also conceived within 

these frames.

Research and Policy Implications and Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Replicate the mixed-methods research design employed in this 
study in a number o f sites around the country, serving similar populations of children, 

with a view to generating patterns of research findings that could guide more broad- 
scale experimentation. In turn, use the research data derived from these initial 
research trials to inform a review of assessment policy in Ireland.

As discussed in Chapter 3, the epistemological and methodological approaches 

of positivist/empirical research differ fundamentally to those of 

interpretivism/constructivism, not least in relation to generalisability. Whereas 

positivists and empiricists adopt the view that, in every aspect of existence, there are 

essential, independently-observable laws that may be abstracted and generalised 

sufficiently to have broad application in a range of situations, interpretivists take the
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polarised view that social meaning is contextual ised, fluid and heterogeneous. Hence, 

the belief that an “insider” perspective is required if the complexity and variability 

within the phenomena being studied are to be fully understood. Moreover, 

interpretivists propose that rich data yield insights, which, although not generalisable 

in scientific terms, are transferable to individuals in comparable situations.

It is of some significance in this context that the historical schism between 

quantitative and qualitative research seems to parallel the shift, described in the 

second chapter of this thesis, from a 20th century paradigm of social efficiency 

curriculum and measurement - construed in terms of summative assessment against 

normative expectations - to an emerging paradigm, promoting formative assessment, 

social-constructivist and socio-cultural theories of learning. This raises two 

challenges. On the one hand, there is a need to avoid ‘either-or’ standoffs, within 

both research and assessment communities. Indeed, as Broadfoot and Black (2004) 

argue: “ ...if formative assessment is to prosper, initiatives aimed at supporting a 

positive link between formative and summative work are sorely needed” (p. 17). 

Second, for this to be achieved, mixed methods approaches to research in assessment 

will be required.

In this context, it is proposed that the challenges facing the educational 

community in Ireland at this time, outlined in the introductory chapter, in many ways 

echo those that stimulated Black and Wiliam’s initiation of the KMOFAP almost a 

decade ago. Specifically, the need for research to establish Irish-based empirical 

evidence of the efficacy of assessment in general, and AyL in particular, remains, and 

this is paralleled by a requirement for multiple, small-scale studies, exploring site- 

based interpretations of the research recommendations on AyL, by Irish teachers. In 

keeping with international calls for a multifaceted research agenda, as an essential 

component of systematic experimentation, and in light of Black’s observation (2000, 

p. 416) (as noted in Chapter 3) of the “guerrilla force” response of researchers to 

collaborative enquiry, the logic behind this recommendation is that:

By consulting expert knowledge, attempting to implement novel programs on 
small scales, and making preliminary (nonrandomized) assessments, we can 
determine which interventions to discard or refine.... The synthesis of 
research from a variety of methods conducted at different scales ought to be a
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prerequisite for the construction of a large-scale randomized field trial, 
(Raudenbush, 2005, p. 29)

An interpretive approach has the potential to facilitate this kind of foundation- 

level inquiry. Assuming progress in formative assessment to be linked to 

understanding how teachers interpret assessment generally, its role in the teaching and 

learning process and the supports they need to risk changing time-honoured practices 

to implement the ideas as intended, in-depth investigation in a selection of carefully 

chosen schools - e.g. those with Band I DEIS categorisation initially - would yield 

data that could be generalised across this stratum of the educational community. 

Furthermore, if research of this nature were pursued to the point of “saturation” (as 

understood in interpretivist terms) when some general patterns began to emerge - 

notwithstanding the variability across individuals and social contexts - findings from 

one context or population could be generalised to comparable contexts or populations.

Marrying the data derived from interpretive research of this kind could be 

used, in turn, as a yardstick against which to critique assessment policy documents, 

such as the recently published guidelines on assessment (NCCA, 2007), and 

professional development opportunities, as well as providing a method of 

triangulating data from more frequent research methods, such as national surveys. Of 

course, such an approach would be contingent on good will and, more particularly, on 

the sustained participation by representatives of the research, policy making and 

practitioner communities alike which, in turn, would necessitate the successful 

mediation of traditional boundaries and domains. Given the firmly entrenched, 

traditionally ‘balkanised’ affiliations of specific interest groups (Hargreaves, 1994), 

and notwithstanding the espousal/rhetoric of a partnership approach to Irish education 

(Sugrue, 2004) outlined in the introductory chapter, it is argued that much of the 

existing literature on learning has been framed within ‘a set of binaries’, that serve to 

demarcate and separate domains from one another. As Edwards argues (2005):

Each of these binaries identifies that learning is occurring across a range of 
domains and sites, but that this learning is in some senses situated or 
contextualized. The range of learning contexts may therefore be extended, 
along with what can be identified as learning. However, their very 
situatedness and pedagogical approaches that assume domains to be discrete

169



... mean that learning from one site is not necessarily realized as a resource in 
other sites by either teachers or learners. (Para. 11)

Hence, as an extension of the iterative call in this thesis for site-based, 

constructivist and socio-cultural approaches to teacher-learning, a second 

recommendation is made in response to the challenges which the bifurcation of 

knowledge, implicit in the demarcation of domains of learning, presents.

Recommendation 2: Explore further the potential of TLCs as a model o f site-based 
CPD, through the judicious use o f video as a boundary objectt to motivate and sustain 
inter-agency participation.

Recent work by Tsui and Law (2007) is informative in this regard. Arguing 

that issues of globalization and lifelong learning force educators to cross community 

boundaries if they are to engage in collective knowledge generation, they investigated 

the learning afforded participants in a school-university partnership mediated by 

lesson study. They concluded that learning was transformed from helping student 

teachers learn to teach, into learning for all participants, including university tutors 

and teacher mentors.

Their study was rooted in the work of Star (1989) who conceived of the 

concept of ‘boundary crossing’ from one organisation or domain to another by 

employing ‘boundary tools’, that, like a blackboard, would ‘sit in the middle of a 

group of actors with divergent viewpoints’ (p. 46). As depicted in Figure 10 overleaf, 

boundary-crossings typically involves journeying into unfamiliar territories or 

‘boundary zones’ (denoted by number 1). A boundary zone represents “...a hybrid, 

polycontextual, multi-voiced and multi-scripted context... where it is possible to 

extend the object of each activity system and to create a shared object between them. 

In that way, the activity itself is reorganized, resulting in new opportunities for 

learning” (Tuomi-Grohn & Engestrom, 2003, p. 5). These zones are frequently 

viewed as areas of potential conflict or competing discourses; hence, the need for (a) 

someone to broker the ‘crossing’ by initiating communication between the 

independent parties and (b) support ‘cognitive retooling’ by developing artefacts - 

such as diaries, video and/or lesson plans - that would be shared and fully understood
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within the boundary zone, but without the requirement for full understanding of the 

independent context of each party’ usage.

2
S I ',  = Video

= A three-party boundary zone 
= A two-party boundary zone

Figure 10.
From Balkanisation to Boundary Crossing - Video as a Boundary Object

Notwithstanding the fact that video analysis was not formally undertaken as 

part of this study, the intervention did provide insight into the potential of video as a 

relatively simple, yet potentially highly effective, mechanism to challenge participants 

to look afresh at their long-standing practices and assumptions, as suggested by 

Marcos and Tillema (2006) in their call for research on Walking the Walk (Table 5, p. 

55). Moreover, the introduction of a TLC, and the brokering by the researcher of 

video as the primary artifact or boundary object to mediate teachers’ experience of 

implementing A/L in their classrooms - in keeping with Borko’s (2004) analysis of 

phase one research on CPD from a situated perspective (Table 4, p. 45) - transformed 

the traditional experience of CPD from knowledge for , or in, practice to knowledge o f 

practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2002). More, crucially, the opportunity for 

professional development extended to all participants, including the researcher - and 

by default, the undergraduate and post-graduate practitioners whom she teaches -  

thereby exemplifying how “...both the fuzzy social differentiations that develop



between groups within the school, and the clearer borders that separate the school’s 

members from those in the community and in other schools..." (Stoll & Louis, 2007, 

p. 4) might be blurred.

Recommendation 3: It is recommended that any programme o f CPD in formative 
assessment - in accordance with developments in conceptualizations of professional 
development, change models and learning theory (Table 3, p. 39) - would incorporate 
an explicit focus on teachers3 foundational understanding of subject and pedagogical 
content knowledge, as well as recognition of the need to consider existing theories of 
learning,.

As argued previously, expertise in formative assessment is closely allied to, if 

not contingent on, teachers’ ability to draw on tacit content and pedagogical 

knowledge in order to respond with acuity to children’s evolving learning needs, as 

well as a renegotiation both of the teacher’s and student’s role. In line with other 

researchers (e.g. Borko, 2004; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008), and further to their 

work on the KMOFAP, Black and Wiliam (2006a) identified . .the effect on practice 

of the content knowledge, and the pedagogical content knowledge, that teachers 

deploy in particular school subjects...” including “ ...the way in which these resources 

underlie each teachers’ composition and presentation of the learning work, and the 

interpretative frameworks that they use in responding to the evidence provided by 

feedback from students...” (p. 24), as issues requiring further exploration. As 

indicated in the previous chapter, notwithstanding the contribution made by the 

KLOT project (Wiliam, 2008), there is still considerable uncertainty regarding the 

impact of teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge on their mediation of AyL. 

What is rot in dispute, however, is the complexity of the challenge that faces teachers, 

in Ireland as elsewhere as signaled in Chapter 1, in trying to draw -  almost 

instantaneously -  on internalized tacit knowledge in order to make minute-by-minute 

decisions to guide children’s learning. As expressed by Thompson and Goe (2006):

An expert in assessment for learning is able to rapidly note essential details of 
the complex social and psychological situation of a lesson (especially the state 
of the students’ learning), while disregarding distracting, yet non-essential 
details. She is then able to swiftly compare that situation with her intended 
goals for the lesson, her knowledge of the content being taught, her
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developmental knowledge of students in general and these students in 
'particular, and other relevant schema. Guided by the results of these 
comparisons, she then selects her next instructional move from a wide array of 
options -  most well-rehearsed, some less familiar, and some invented on the 
spot, such that these next steps address the students’ immediate learning needs 
in real time. (p. 4)

In the context of the research evidence presented in the opening chapter of this 

thesis, pointing to the paucity of research in the Irish context on teaching and learning 

in disadvantaged schools (Conway, 2002) and, more particularly, the qualitative 

difference in pedagogical practices in such schools (Oakes & Lipton, 1999; Shiel et 

al., 1996), efforts to support teachers’ use of formative assessment would have to take 

cognizance of these issues as well as models of, and factors influencing, teacher 

change, as outlined in Chapter 2. Indeed, as Black and Wiliam (2006a) acknowledged 

when attempting to set out a theory of formative assessment, any effort to improve 

teacher-student interaction, if it is to accord with the spirit and not just the letter of 

AJL as distinguished previously in this thesis, will necessitate changes both in 

teachers5 roles, those adopted by their students, and, in turn, reconsideration of 

theories and models of learning. Viewed in this way, like video, AJL may be 

reconceived as a boundary object, albeit not holding communities together, but as a 

mechanism by, and through, which teachers and students renegotiate and co-construct 

the what, how and why of learning and teaching.

Given the complexity of the challenges involved, notably the epistemological 

confusion linked to the absence of robust and sustained policy analysis signposted in 

the discussion of the contextualization of this study, there is a requirement to 

streamline the existing range of policy texts (e.g. Revised Curriculum Guidelines; 

NCCA Assessment Guidelines) and support materials (e.g. The Drumcondra Primary 

Curriculum Profiles; First Steps) available to school -  all of which contain assessment 

recommendations. This would provide a mechanism both to support teachers’ 

planning for AJL and to maintain a clear policy message in relation to what teachers 

are expected to do and how this might be achieved efficiently and effectively.
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Recommendation 4: Give careful consideration both to the suitability of existing tests 

to support the development and promotion of formative assessment approaches in 

schools and the need for alternative assessment instruments that will command the 

same level of credibility as those traditionally usedfor summative purposes.

Reflecting Matsumura and Pascal’s (2003) position that the quality of 

classroom instruction has remained a “black box” due to the absence of classroom- 

focused assessment tools, this study has indicated that there is a dearth of research 

instruments in Ireland and, indeed, internationally, to gauge developments both of 

teachers’ assessment literacy and children’s achievements in learning, following 

exposure to AJL. One of the potential benefits of engagement by researchers in a 

research agenda along the lines of that proposed previously in this chapter would be 

an opportunity to design and pilot such instruments in conference with teachers and 

pupils.

As alluded to previously, the current absence of a range of tried and tested 

research instruments, with proved effectiveness in detecting subtle changes in 

children’s learning, before, during and after exposure to AJL strategies and techniques 

- particularly after a short period of time - may have limited the potential of this study. 

One might argue that this is not altogether unexpected given that current interest in 

A/L is often attributed to the Black and Wiliam review of 1998a, the evidence base of 

which was restricted to quantitative studies of effect size changes in controlled 

experiments. However, if, as Wiliam (2007) argues, currently there is no evidence to 

support the use of long-cycle ‘formative’ assessment, with improvements being linked 

to ‘minute-by-minute, day-by-day’ assessment cycles, this would raise questions 

about the employment of traditional summative assessment tests (e.g. MICRA-T; 

DPRT) to capture short-cycle learning gains. This issue is part of the bigger 

challenge outlined in Chapter 2, with reference to the work of Shepard (2000), 

regarding the current dissonance in beliefs and understanding about the nature of 

teaching and learning, on the one hand, and assessment and measurement, on the 

other. Indeed, as indicated in Table 7 (p. 62), there is an incompatibility between the 

growing espousal of a socio-constructivist model of teaching and learning and 

scientific measurement, which, as noted by James (2006a), may be explained by the 

fact that assessment practices are not always aligned with developments in learning
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theoiy. Of course, there are deep-seated reasons why standardised tests continue to 

hold sway in the measurement of children’s learning; as Wiliam (2006b) noted in the 

US context, “ ... the expectation of high reliability and objectivity in the assessment of 

students’ learning within a culture of accountability and litigation when things go 

wrong, has tended to deflect policy developments from any consideration of 

improving learning through assessment” (p. 169).

In making this recommendation for the development of alternative assessment 

tools, then, it is readily acknowledged that such assessment instruments need to be 

both highly-sensitive to subtle changes in teaching and learning, while also 

commanding the respect of researchers, policy-makers and teachers alike, by virtue of 

their trustworthiness. The key point, however, is that these assessments need to focus 

on learning, to capture the spirit of A^L, understood in terms of changes in children’s 

understanding of what they are learning and why, and their motivation to engage in 

tasks, evidenced, for example, by the nature, extent and quality of child to teacher, 

and child-to-child interactions, as the tenth principle of A/L articulated by the ARG 

(2002) holds. In other words, the assessments need to reflect not just what children 

learn, but why and how and to what end, so that what is valued as learning is clearly 

reflected by the assessments.
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Epilogue

One might argue that countries like Ireland, that tend to follow rather than 

herald international policy reforms, have the advantage of being able to learn from the 

experiences of the reform pioneers. In the case of standards-based reform, this could 

prove a wise course of action given the view of many eminent education 

commentators that increased performativity and accountability pose, not just issue- 

related problems about data analysis, warehousing, ‘teaching to the test’ and so forth, 

but challenges of the deepest and most fundamental kind about how schools are 

organised and led (Ball, 2003; Elmore, 2000; Lyotard, 1984). Moreover, it has been 

argued that as school systems try to operate in increasingly performance and 

accountability-driven environments, they need to learn “ ...not just new ways of doing 

things, but very different ways of thinking about the purposes of their work, and the 

skills and knowledge that go with those purposes” (Elmore, 2000, p. 35).

Against this backdrop, the publication in 1998 of the Black and Wiliam review 

of formative assessment represented a watershed moment in teaching and learning, 

not least because it presented the educational community with a formidable challenge: 

to shift the focus from teaching to learning and to place assessment in its service. As 

evidenced by this study, and other more large-scale research initiatives, the 

implications of the prioritization of learning over assessment has far-reaching 

implications for teachers and students, but it also has major implications for 

researchers and policy-makers, who invariably must reconcile their, perhaps 

conflicting, allegiances to high-stakes and formative assessment agendas.

In Ireland, the jury is out on this key issue. There are mixed signals and 

inconsistencies in policy texts and implementation programmes and, given the 

dramatic downturn in the global economy, the auguries are of increasing pressures to 

compete internationally on all fronts, not least education. In such a climate, 

vulnerable communities, who have traditionally benefited least from education, stand 

to loose out even more, both in the immediate and long-term. Educators, armed with 

the knowledge that AJL offers one potential to change these trajectories, have 

important decisions to make at this critical time.



The impracticality, noted by Black and Wiliam (1998a), of undertaking a 

meta-analysis of the research literature on AJL - given the absence of an overall 

theoretical framework on assessment coupled with differences in learning theories 

underpinning research initiatives - was brought to the fore in a recent review of 

classroom assessment literature by Brookhart (2004). Spanning the twenty-year 

period, 1982-2002, the literature review undertaken focused on classroom-based, 

assessment at primary level, in the US, UK and elsewhere. In explaining the work, 

Brookhart (2004, p. 450) noted that a large proportion of the articles “ ...consisted of 

inventories of practice or studies based in one theoretical tradition, often pedagogy...” 

with some studies being informed by more than one theoretical tradition, or

discussing assessment practices in conjunction with instructional and classroom 

management practices. This piece of work is significant because it maps the research 

undertaken from the early 1980s, with particular reference to the three main research 

frameworks identified: psychology, sociology and measurement, as condensed in 

Table A1 overleaf.

Brookhart (2004) argued that the underlying theoretical concepts of the 

literature reviewed conflicted at (at least) three intersections: at the intersection 

between measurement theory and the group nature of learning, measurement theory 

and educational psychology, and among methods conventionally required for the 

different theoretical approaches. Positioning classroom assessment at the first

intersection -  between measurement theory and the group nature of learning -  she 

made a plea (as interpreted by the researcher) for situative, multi-methods inquiry -

which has particular import for this study:

Studies taking seriously a theory that situates the actual construct measured in 
group settings, and studies of assessment practices that are appropriately 
multidimensional, are needed for a complete understanding of classroom 
assessment at this intersection. (Brookhart, 2004, p. 451)

Appendix A

B rookhart’s Review o f  Classroom Assessment from  1982 - 2002
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Table Al.

Classroom Assessment Literature 1982-2002 (Brookhart, 2004)

Practical Bases Studies Included:
Largely inventories, without 
a theoretical framework, i.e. 
reports o f practice

Each study used a different 
framework

An area under
estimated/represented in the 
literature

Inventories of classroom assessment patterns or practices -
(Barnes, 1985; Gullickson, 1985; Schmidt & Brosnan 1996; Nicholson &
Anderson 1993; Mavrommatis 1997).

Inventories o f classroom assessment patterns or practices based in a 
theoretical framework -
(Stiggins & Bridgeford, 1985; Wilson, 1990; Adams & Hsu, 1998; 
McMillan, 2001; Gipps et al., 2000).

Classroom management -
(Higgins, Harris & Kuehn, 1994; Tunstall & Gipps, 1996; Mavrommatis, 
1997; Barnes, 1985; Mooreland & Jones, 2000; Kusch, 1999).

Theoretical Bases Studies Included:
Psychology:
The majority of classroom 
assessment literature used 
psychological theory as the 
statement that drove the 
research questions and 
selection of methods

Theories about groups: 
Focus:
The cultural nature of 
learning and assessment

Measurement theory:
Focus:
Constructs and how they are 
quantified

The study of individual differences -
(Dassa, 1990; Butler & Nisan, 1986; Butler, 1987; Shepard (1996);
Stiggins, Griswold & Wikelund, 1986; Crooks, 1988; Natriello, 1987; 
Stiggins, 1999).

Feedback theory -
(Elawar & Corno, 1985; Banger-Drowns, Kulik, Kulik, & Morgan, 1991; 
Banger-Drowns, Kulik & Kulik, 1991; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Tunstall 
and Gipps, 1996; Ross, Rolheiser & Hogaboam-Gray, 2002).

Studies of teachers' beliefs and practices -
(Niemi, 1997; McMillan, 2001; Thomas & Oldfather, 1997; Kusch, 1999; 
Shepard, 2001; Barnes, 1985; Pryor & Akweisi, 1998; Johnson, Wallace & 
Thompson, 1999; Wilson, 1999; Wilson & Martinussen, 1999; Anderson, 
1999; Shulha, 1999).

Classroom assessment environment theory -
(Stiggins & Bridgeford, 1985; Stiggin & Conklin, 1992; Tittle; 1994; 
Brookhart et al., 1997a, 1997b; Brookhart & deVoge, 1999).

Social constructivism - 
(Thomas & Oldfather, 1997).

Culture and sociology -
(Wolf, 1993; Torrance & Prior, 1998; Stiggins & Conklin, 1992;
Rosenholtz & Rosenholtz, 1998; Simpson, 1981; Natriello, 1996).

Validity and reliability -
(Frisbie, Miranda & Baker, 1993; Cicmanec & Viechnicki, 1994; Impara, 
Plake & Fager, 1993; Frary, Cross & Weber, 1993; Mertler, 2001; Traub, 
1990; Campbell & Evan, 2000; Bultermann-Bos, Terwel, Verloops & 
Wardekker, 2002; Messick, 1986; Shepard et al., 1996; Goldberg & 
Roswell, 2000).

Theory of formative assessement -
(Scriven, 1967; Sadler, 1983, 1989; Black and Wiliam 1996, 1998a, 1998b; 
Barnes, 1985; Thomas & Oldfather, 1997; Pryor & Akwesi, 1998; Torrance 
& Prior, 1998; Gipps et al., 2000; Rea-Dickens, 2001; Brookhart, 2001).
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Appendix B

The Ten Projects o f  the AifL Programme

Project Descriptor
1. Support for Professional 

Practice in Formative 
Assessment

To investigate effective classroom approaches to formative assessment 
& produce guidance for schools & teachers about assessment policies 
& practice to raise attainment.

2. Personal Learning Plans To draw together existing work on Personal Learning Plans (PLPs) & 
other existing records & design a single recording framework.

3. Support for Management 
of Personal Learning Plans

To produce guidance for schools & teachers on management of the 
record-keeping process & PLPs, taking into account work on Progress 
Files & Individualised Educational Programmes (IEPs).

4. Gathering & Interpreting 
Assessment Evidence

To produce guidance & exemplification for teachers on the range of 
assessment evidence to be gathered & retained for each aspect of the 
curriculum at each stage, & how to evaluate it.

5, Local Moderation To investigate ways o f ‘sharing the standard’ with other teachers, & to 
produce local portfolios of examples of assessed work across the 
various aspects of the curriculum.

6. New National Assessment To create an online ‘bank’ of assessment materials, based on 
Assessment of Achievement Programme (AAP) tests & tasks, to 
replace the current National Tests.

7. Assessment of 
Achievement Programme

To continue & update the Scottish Executive Education Department’s 
(SEED) existing AAP in order to improve the monitoring of standards 
in the 5 -1 4  Programme & give increased importance to the 
professional development of teachers.

8. ICT Support for 
Assessment

To produce a framework document outlining the key 
features/requirements of software to be used in support o f PLPs & to 
guide LEAs in determining how to progress this element.

9. Reporting to Parents & 
Others

To link reporting to the PLP framework & propose a common format 
for reports and to include guidance for teachers on ways of working 
with parents, guidance for parents on the assessment process, and 
exemplars of good practice (video).

10. Meeting the needs of 
Pupils with Additional 
Support Needs

To ensure that all the projects in the programme are inclusive of pupils 
with the whole range of educational & social needs.
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J 00+ Practical Classroom Techniques (Thompson & Wiliam, 2007)
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Appendix D

The recent publication edited by Gardner (2008), entitled Changing 

Assessment: Processes, Principles and Standards, is timely. It reports on the 

conclusions drawn by the Analysis and Review of Innovations in Assessment (ARIA) 

project, following their review of recent initiatives and developments in assessment, 

in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Arguing that “...changes in 

assessment practice have been notoriously difficult to sustain” (Gardner, 2008, p. 1), 

the ARIA study took as its main focus the teacher’s role in bringing about change 

through the use, at school level, of assessment for formative and summative purposes. 

In offering a synthesis of the lessons learned, Gardner (2008, pp. 2-3) drew two initial 

conclusions:

1. Education systems must fully commit to all of the necessary ingredients for 

sustainable development if their objective is to promote and embed changes in 

assessment practice. This is because, all too frequently when initiatives aimed 

at changing assessment practice are being conceived, insufficient attention is 

paid to the key planning and design process.

2. A common language of principles and standards is needed to guide the 

development of effective assessment practice. In turn, principles and 

standards should be designed to enable any stakeholder group to assess the 

extent to which they are effectively promoting and sustaining desirable 

changes in assessment and its use.

Towards meeting these challenges, a change-process model was proposed, 

together with a set of standards for classroom assessment practices, aimed at each of 

the four stakeholder groups identified (Table D1 overleaf). Given the focus of this 

study, the discussion of lessons learned in relation to initiating and sustaining change 

in assessment practices drew particular attention. Given the currency of this report, 

and the fact that it reflects the findings of such a broad base research inquiry across 

four countries, a summary of the key comments are reproduced in Table D2.

Formative Assessment in the UK: Review by Gardner (2008)
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Table D l.

Standards fo r  the Use o f  Formative Assessment (Adaptedfrom Gardner, 2008)

Standards
: ^  ^  .for ;■ . . ;; 

Classroom Assessment 
Practice

Standards for Use ^
b-v ,;:B 

School Management.
Teams

Standards for Use in 
National and Local 

Inspection and 
Advice 

Arrangements

Standards for Use 
in

v National ; 
Policy Formulation

Formative Use o f Assessment

1. Teachers gather evidence of 
their students’ learning through 
questioning, observation, 
discussion and study of products 
relevant to the learning goals.

2. Teachers involve students in 
discussing learning goals and the 
standards to be expected in their 
work.

3. Teachers use assessment to 
advance students’ learning by:

Adapting the pace, challenge 
and content of activities 
Giving feedback to students 
about how to improve 
Providing time for students 
to reflect on and assess their 
own work.

4. Students use assessment to 
advance their learning by:

Knowing and using the 
criteria for the standards of 
work they should be aiming 
for
Giving and receiving 
comments from their peers 
on the quality of their work 
and how to improve it 
Reflecting on how to 
improve their work and 
taking responsibility for it.

Teachers collaborate 
in developing their 
practice in:

Communicating 
goals and quality 
criteria to 
students
Helping students 
to take part in 
self- and peer- 
assessment 
Providing 
feedback to help 
learning 
Enabling 
students to take 
responsibility for 
their work.

1. The use of 
assessment to support 
learning is included as 
a key factor in 
evaluating the 
effectiveness of 
schools.

2. Help is available 
for schools to ensure 
that all areas of 
achievement benefit 
from the formative 
use of assessment.

3. Schools are 
encouraged to develop 
their formative use of 
assessment.

1. Assessment to 
support learning is at 
the heart of 
government 
programmes for 
raising standards of 
achievement.

2. Initial teacher 
education and 
professional 
development courses 
ensure that teachers 
have the skills to use 
assessment to support 
learning.

3. School inspection 
frameworks give 
prominence to the use 
of assessment to 
support learning.
4. Schools are 
encouraged to 
evaluate and develop 
their formative use of 
assessment.



Table D2.

Formative Assessment Practices in the UK (Gardner, 2008)

Key Processes 1 Key Findings

Innovation Innovation may fail in the face of workload issues or in simply not being a convincing 
enough change for teachers to adopt.

Warrant Any innovation in assessment requires solid research evidence that it works before its 
rollout can be justified.

Dissemination A failure to recognise that the learning process has to be the same for the first person 
as the last has meant that many approaches to rolling out innovations in assessment 
have had only limited success.
The success of involving teachers in new assessment practices in pilot developments 
often falters in the large-scale roll-out phase as engagement of teachers switches to 
telling teachers.
For real change, as with all learning, the individuals involved need to take more 

. control of what they are being asked to do. They need to make sense of it through 
reflection and sharing it with others until new ideas and processes become 
internalised.
Successful dissemination cannot rely on any single strategy and assumptions cannot 
be made that what works in one culture will work in another. In planning the scaling 
up of innovations in assessment practice, the context, the nature of the innovation and 
its impact in relation to (or competition with) other initiatives are important 
considerations.

Agency Self-agency is a powerful device in fostering change because it draws on self- 
motivation. Unless teachers are committed through self-agency to changing their 
assessment practice, the prospects for successful dissemination and professional 
learning, leading to its embedding and sustainable development, are likely to be slim.

Professional
Learning

Using the term professional learning recognises that attempts to change practice in 
education must aim for a change in understanding rather than merely superficial 
change in teaching techniques.
When decisions need to be made about when and how assessment techniques can be 
used, the lack of a fundamental understanding of the purposes may lead to confusion 
and ultimately to rejection of the techniques.
Teachers need: 1. Time to reflect and to adjust their teaching to take on new practices; 
2. Professional development activities which are best spread over time with 
opportunities for trying out new assessment ideas between sessions; 3. To reflect on 
and share their experiences with others in order to promote effective professional 
learning and the ownership and understanding needed for successful implementation 
of new assessment procedures.

Impact One of the most common reasons for ‘no-difference’ or even negative findings for the 
impact of innovation in education is that the intended changes are not properly in 
place. A key reason for proposing principles and standards, therefore, is to offer a 
framework to assist key stakeholders in ensuring that quality assessment practices are 
in place.

Sustainable
Development

In assessment the notion of sustaining new practices as fixed and unchanging is 
inappropriate. Such classroom activities as the A/L traffic-lights, wait time and no 
marks, which were at one time new to many teachers, can quickly become drab 
routine if they do not develop in tandem with changing needs of teachers and pupils. 
Criteria used by schools and inspectors in school evaluation must endorse and reflect 
the importance of the changes being pursued. Where policy arrangements and official 
endorsements are not consistent with the demands on schools, the potential for 
innovation to be sustained is compromised.
Sustainable development is the necessary condition and the desired endgame of any 
assessment innovation of value. An essential ingredient will be the readiness of 
teachers to scan the horizon continuously for ways to improve their assessment 
practices.
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List o f Acronyms

Appendix E

A/L Assessment for Learning

A^LAI Assessment for Learning Audit Instrument

C Control

CBAM Concerns Based Adoption Model

Cl Confidence Interval

DEIS Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools

DPRT Drumcondra Primary Reading Test

E Experimental

ERAS _ Elementary Reading Attitude Survey

ES Effect Size

M Mean

MD Median

MICRA-T Mary Immaculate College Reading Attainment Test 

N Number

SAyLQ Scaled Assessment for Learning Questionnaire

SD Standard Deviation

SEN Special Educational Needs

SPSS Statistical Package for Social Sciences

TLC Teacher Learning Community

TLL Teacher’s Learning Log

TVRS Teachers’ Video Review Sheets



Appendix F 

Elementary Reading Attitude Survey

Name_____________________Class__________________  Date_

1. How do you feel when you read a book on a rainy Saturday?

2. How do you feel when you read a book in school during free time?

3. How do you feel about reading for fun at home?

4. How do you feel about getting a book for a present?

5. How do you feel about spending free time reading?



6. How do you feel about starting a new book?

7. How do you feel about reading during summer vacation?

8. How do you feel about reading instead of playing?

9. How do you feel about going to a bookstore?

10. How do you feel about reading different kinds of books?



11. How do you feel when the teacher asks you questions about what you read?

12. How do you feel about doing reading workbook pages and worksheets?

13. How do you feel about reading in school?

14. How do you feel about reading your school books?

15. How do you feel about learning from a book?



16. How do you feel when it is time for reading class?

17. How do you feel about the stories you read in reading class?

18. How do you feel when you read out loud in class?

20. How do you feel about taking a reading test?

GARFIELD: © 1978 United Feature Syndicate, Inc.
Kear, D.J, & M cKenna, M. C. (1999). M easuring attitude tow ard reading: A new tool for teachers. In S. J. Barrentine 
(Ed.). Reading assessment: principles and practices for elementary teachers. A collection o f  articles from  "The 
Reading Teacher. " p. 199-214. N ew ark, DE: International Reading A ssociation.G arfied Im ages approved for use in 
this docum ent only.
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Appendix G. Scaled AfL Questionnaire

Questionnaire for 2nd Class Pupils

What is your name?

What is your date of birth?   / _______/
day / month / year

Here are some questions about reading. Tick the box beside the answer 
that is best for you. Please tick just one answer for each question on

this page.

1. DO YO U  T H I N K  YOU ARE G O O D  AT R E A D I N G ?

a\ Y es ,  e x c e l l e n t  ....................................... .

b) Yes ,  v e r y  g o o d  ........................................
U2

c\ Y es ,  ok ...........................................................
c ' Q 3

d) No,  no t  so g o o d .......................................  ^

e) No,  p o o r .........................................................

2. IF YOU COME TO A NEW WORD IN YOUR READER,  WHAT  
DO YOU US UALLY DO?

a) Skip  the word ........................................................................  ^

b) T ry  to sound it out  ...........................................................  ^

c) Use the words around it to f igure it out  ................  ^

Ask s o m e o n e  for  help ......................................................
'  a 4
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Please put a tick in one the boxes for each of the short questions asked 
-  a (never), b (sometimes), c (often) and d (always).

3. BEFORE I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I talk with my teacher or friends
about what makes a good r e a d e r . G i  U2 ^ 3  0 4

b) ...I talk with a partner about what I
need to do to be a better reader  d i ^ 2  ¿h CU

c) ...I tell a partner what I think they
need to do to be a better reader  Qi U2 Q3 ^ 4

d) ...I decide to work on one or two 
things that will make me a better
reader...................................................... Qi U2 ^3 ^4

4. BEFORE I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I understand what I am going to
learn from my reading.........................  Qi U2 0 3  ^4

b) ...I think about what I did very
well the last time I was reading  Qi U2 D 3 ^4

c) ...I think about what I found 
difficult to do the last time I was
reading.................................................... Qi U2 0$

d) ...I know exactly what my teacher 
wants me to work especially hard
at during the lesson.............................  (3i ^ 2  ^3 ^4

5. BEFORE I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I make some guesses about
what will happen...................................  Qi U2 Û3 Û4

b) ...I ask questions I would like
answered................................................ Qi Û 2 ^3 Û4

c) ...I read the title to see what the
story is about........................................  P i Û 2 ^3 ^4

d) ...I think about where the story
might be taking place...................................  02 Uz Ü4
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6. WHILE I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I check to see if I understand
the story so far...................................... Gi U2 G4

b) ...I think about what the
characters in the story are doing  Gi U2 IG3 G4

c) ...I try to work out what will
happen next........................................... Qi Ù2 G3 G4

d) ...I re-read parts of the story I
don’t understand..................................  U<\ U2 G3 G4

7. AFTER I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I ask myself questions to see if
I understood the story.........................  Q t G2 G3 G4

b) ...I think about how I would have
acted if I were the main character... U2 Q3 U4

c) ...I compare the story to other
stories I have read................................  Gi G2 Q3 Q4

d) . . .  I talk to other children about
what happened in the story Gi U2 G4

8. AFTER I READ... Never Sometimes Often Always

a) ...I ask myself how well I did at
my reading.............................................  Gi U2 Û 3 Q4

b) ...I think about what I did well
when I was reading..............................  Gi G2 IG3 G4

c) ...I think about what I found
difficult when I was reading................  Qi U2 G3 G4

d) . . .  I discuss with my teacher 
what I think I need to do next time
to become better at reading. Ch G2 O3 P 4

Thank you for completing this questionnaire. ©
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Appendix H

In making claims about changes in the attitudes to reading of the experimental 

group, the issue of the reliability of the scales used arose, in particular, the scale’s 

internal consistency that determines the degree to which the individual items within 

the scale ‘hang together’. In this context, Cronbach alpha coefficient values were 

sought for (a) the scale as a whole, for the control group (post-intervention), and the 

experimental group (pre- and post-interVention) and (b) within scales for both groups 

(pre, during and after reading). Table HI shows the coefficient values for the total 

scale.

Scaled AfL Questionnaire Reliability Analyses

Table HI.

Scaled AfL Questionnaire Pre- and Post-Intervention Total Scale

Instrument Administered Group Number Number of Items Cronbach’s Alpha

Scaled Assessment End 1st Class c _ _ _

For Learning
Questionnaire End 1st Class E 55 24 0.89
(total score)

Scaled Assessment End 2nd Class C 72 24 0.81
For Learning
Questionnaire End 2nd Class E 57 24 0.88
(total score)

Note:
The number o f  children included in Tables 11 and 12 above differ from that reported in previous tables 
for the same test. This discrepancy is explained by the fact that, when undertaking this kind of 
analysis, SPSS only includes cases for which full sets o f data are returned.

Pallant (2007) suggests that, ideally, Cronbach alpha values should be above 

0,7 if the internal consistency of a research instrument is to be assumed. Given that 

the values reported in Table HI range from 0.81 to 0.89, the internal consistency of 

the SA/LQ appears high. However, in the context that Cronbach alpha values are 

sensitive to the number of items, particularly short scales of fewer than ten items, and 

that two of the three sub-sections of the SA^LQ had four and eight items, respectively, 

the decision was taken to conduct further analysis to establish the inter-item 

correlation for the items in question. Table H2 shows the Cronbach alpha values for 

each of the sub-scales (before, during and after reading), once for the control group at 

the end of Second Class, and before and after the intervention programme for the



experimental group. It is not surprising that the second sub-scale, during reading, 

reported relatively lower values given that it comprised just four items. Nor was it 

unexpected that the reliability of the scale seemed to differ between the groups, and, 

indeed, within the experimental group, when tested before and after the intervention 

programme.

Table H2.

Scaled AJL Questionnaire Pre- and Post-Intervention Within Sub-Scales

Instrument Administered Group Number Number of Items Cronbach’s Alpha

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning 
Questionnaire 

(before reading)

End 1st Class 

End 1st Class

c

E 62 12 0.81

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning

End 1st Class C - - -

Questionnaire 
(during reading)

End 1st Class E 74 4 0.55

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning

End 1st Class C - - -

Questionnaire 
(after reading)

End 1st Class E 68 8 0.73

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning

End 2nd Class C 72 12 0.62

Questionnaire 
(before reading)

End 2nd Class E 58 12 0.74

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning

End 2nd Class C 72 4 0.58

Questionnaire 
(during reading)

End 2nd Class E 58 4 0.59

Scaled Assessment 
For Learning

End 2nd Class C 72 8 0.73

Questionnaire 
(during reading)

End 2nd Class E 57 8 0.76

Additional analysis was undertaken subsequently to determine the mean inter

item correlation for items reporting values lower that 0.7 for both of the sample 

groups. These are reported in Table H3. Particularly significant is the fact that, 

although there were small number of minus values from the 4-item subscale during 

reading, many of the reported values are well within the optimal range for inter-item 

correlation of 0.2 to 0.4, which suggests that the scale as a whole is robust. This 

would suggest that further research might be required to raise the reliability of this 

subsection in particular.
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Inter-Item Correlation Matrices for the Scaled Assessment for Learning 
Questionnaire, Control and Experimental Groups

Table H3.

Scale Corrected Squared Cronbach's
Scale Scale Mean if Variance if Item-Total Multiple Alpha if Item
Item Item Deleted Item Deleted Correlation Correlation Deleted

Experimental Group During Reading Sub-Scale: End 1st Class
6a 7.34 7.076 .312 .107 .504
6b 7.54 7.896 .233 .057 .562
6c 7.39 6.899 .389 .185 .439
6d 7.61 6.488 .424 .213 .406

Experimental Group During Reading Sub-Scale: End 2nd Class
p6a 8.14 6.998 .242 .109 .624
p6b 8.16 6.168 .502 .270 .423
p6c 8.00 6.456 .426 .248 .480
p6d 8.40 6.454 .346 .159 .541

Control Group Before Reading Sub-Scale: End 2n? Class
p3a 25.07 29.051 .224 .265 .604
p3b 25.04 28.435 .300 .411 .592
p3c 25.00 28.873 .256 .324 .599
p3d 24.65 27.779 .283 .450 .593
p4a 24.18 27.925 .223 .196 .606
p4b 24.18 26.404 .401 .236 .569
p4c 24.72 29.696 .135 .149 .619
p4d 23.86 26.910 .301 .339 .589
p5a 24.50 26.789 .285 .295 .593
p5b 24.71 26.942 .393 .322 .573
p5c 23.50 27.972 .223 .232 .605
p5d 24.38 27.843 .204 .154 .611

Control Group During Reading Sub-Scale:End 2— Class
p6a 7.57 6.418 .351 .142 .495
p6b 7.61 6.156 .368 .157 .480
p6c 7.85 6.216 .348 .153 .497
p6d 7.31 6.272 .332 .138 .510

194



Appendix I 

Teachers1 AfL Audit Instrument

How i mpo rta nt/re le va nils : ’ . 
the statement! for your - ; 
establishment? ' : ,
4: essential . ;; j :
3: very important .
2 :quiteimportan? : ‘
1: of limited importance ; . .  ■

1 . 2  3 4

Fundamental
principles

How does your current 
practice; match.thé ". 
statement?.;"1'
'4; mirrors the statement 
3: room for minor improvements 
2i elements require devebpfriéfit 
1: requires re-thinking ■

Assessment offers ail pupils an opportunity to 
show what they Know, understand and can do

Assessment practice helps pupils to understand 
what they can do and where they need to develop 
further

The key learning outcomes of each subject or 
learning experience (early years) have been 
identified so that assessments made against 
these can be used to help develop children’s 
learning

Assessments are not restricted to national 
curriculum subjects

Sharing of learning intentions is routine practice, 
which enables the pupils to understand their role 
in the lessons

Assessment practice in the school enhances the 
teaming process

Assessments made by the teachers inform daily 
and weekly planning and allow (earning fo be 
matched to the needs of the pupils

Assessment of pupils' learning is reported to 
parents in a way which identifies achievements 
and what the child needs to do to improve

Pupils are involved in assessing their own work 
and that of their peers

Pupils and teachers work together identifying 
targets for learning and ways of achieving these

Core assessment data on each child is updated 
each year and passed to the receiving teacher or 
school to aid future planning

Note:
Teachers were advised that the term ‘Establishment’ should be interpreted as ‘School’ and ‘Current 
Practice’ as ‘In your own teaching’. In addition, a number o f the statements were omitted from the 
audit completed by the teachers in this study, given the differences in educational systems between the 
UK and Ireland.
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How important/relevant is 
; the statement for your:
. establishment?:. 
in essen tia l >  /  

3: very important 
2: quite important 
1 : of limited importance ,

Planning
learning

How does your current 
■ practiceimatchthe 
statement? :' ■ f 
4: mirrors the statement 
3: room fix minor improvements 
2: elements require development 
1: requires re-thinking

. 1 2  ' ; 3 ' 4 . 1 2  3 , 4

jL| v Long term planning

■ ; : ■ r'; ... Involves the whole staff and reflects our school’s 
aims

. ' . - ‘:

Reflects the whole-school curriculum framework 
taking into consideration the foundation curriculum, 
the programmes of study, schemes of work, time 
available and any planned thematic work

: -v • •••: • '

Maps progression throughout the school in terms 
of level of demand with reference to the 
programmes of study and level descriptions

Medium terni planning

Identifies key learning intentions for assessment

identifies intended progression and curriculum 
targets for classes

' , ■: ■ A  ' '

-  : • ; -, ;

Takes into consideration a range of teaching 
techniques and assessment approaches which 
reflect our pupils’ different learning styles

Short term planning

Contains ciear specific learning intentions for 
assessment

Takes into account the prior knowledge, skill and 
understanding that the pupils bring to the learning 
situation

i , y
Takes into account a range of learning styles

Recognises that ail learning does not need to be 
assessed

Recognises that unanticipated learning occurs

Identifies what will be assessed for pupils or 
groups, how this will be done, and who wilt do it

-
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'."How important/relevant is „• 
■the statement for your 
■ establish men t? - '
*:4-:essential 

j:  very important ; 
i^uiteim portant:  ̂ ;;,
1: of limited importance

1 : ;i. • . 4

Assessment 
for learning

Pupils know what they are learning, what they 
have achieved and how they can improve

Pupils are provided with regular opportunities to 
reflect and talk about their learning, progress and 
goals

Teachers use a range of assessment methods 
confidently and appropriately

The organisation of the classroom enables 
planned assessments to occur and unexpected 
achievements to be assessed as well

Strategies are in place which reveal when pupils 
have difficulties or are not making progress

Assessments are used to decide what to do next 
with individuals, groups or the class

Shared ways forward are agreed between pupils 
and teachers which focus on how pupils will 
achieve their goals

Other adults working in the classroom are clear 
about their role in assessment and communicate 
significant information about pupils

The portfolios agreed within the school are 
consistently used to confirm assessment 
judgements

It is recognised that all learning need not be 
assessed

Howdoesyourcurrent, 
practice matchlhe ■ ■■ 
statement? ^ ;.; -;,
4: mirrors the statement 
, 3: room for minor improvements 
*2: elements require deveiopmerit 
■1: requires re-thinking

■V ;2':\ 3 4
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How important/relevant is \  
the statement for your 
establishment? ; ;-n ! 
4"; essential . / „ > ;  . /  
•3: very important : i--.
2: quite important ’ , . * .
1: of limited importance.’: ;

,i.=; 2 '■;[ 3 '' ; ;'4;

M arking and
providing
feedback

Prompt and regular marking occurs in all classes 
and ait subjects

The marking process includes both verbal and 
written feedback

Marking focuses on the learning intentions as the 
criteria for success

Pupils are provided with opportunities to assess 
their own and others’ work

Marking strategies help the pupils understand 
what they have achieved and what they need to 
do next

The outcomes of marking, along with other 
information, are used to adjust future teaching 
pians

The policy for marking is reviewed regularly, 
making sure new members of staff understand it, 
so that practice can continue to reflect the school 
policy

How does your current 
practice match the,. ; 
statement? ;
4; mirrors the statement 
.3: room for minor improvements 
Z  elements require development 

: 1: requires re-thinking;:

■1 ' -, 2 3 4



How imfwrtant/releva'nt is 
the statement for your ' 
establishment?

Assessment 
of learning

How does your current 
practice matchthe- 
statement?
4: mirrors the statement 
, 3: room for rniiw improvements _ 
2: elements require development 
■ 1: requires re-thinking ;

1 2 : '-3- ' ,:4 "

Assessment of learning is not just tests

Assessment of learning is always undertaken for 
a specific purpose

The current requirements and guidance for 
statutory assessment are understood and 
followed

A holistic and ‘best-fit’ approach is used when 
working with the level descriptions

In making judgements against level descriptions a 
range of assessment information is used

Consistent judgements are reached through 
activities that promote shared understanding of 
standards

Item analysis is used as a too! to identify gaps in 
teaching and learning

The outcomes of assessment of learning 
activities provide feedback and ’feed-forward’ for 
pupils

Assessment of learning information is used to 
evaluate teaching and for monitoring progress
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How important/relevant is '
; the statement for. your- 
establishment?.
4: essential >
3: very important 
2: quite important - ...

■ i :  of limited importance1 •1

1- ' 2 ; 3  - ;

Recording
and
evidence

information from record of ongoing assessment 
records, together with records of summative 
assessment, contributes to the agreed 
attainment information used to track progress

There is a whole-school agreed set of attainment 
information, which is recorded

The agreed attainment information is updated at 
feast once a year and used to track progress

Beyond whole school records teachers decide 
what to record

Each teacher uses a range o f recording  
strategies for additional records

Progress against key learning intentions is 
observed, noted and where significant is recorded

Progress against key learning intentions feed 
forward into future planning

Pupils are invoived in recording comments on 
their work

Samples of assessed work are kept to exemplify 
agreed standards and to modet success

Records, which are passed on. are useful, clear 
and easy to interpret

Records enable reports to be written easily

Whole school records provide the information 
required for the National Transfer Form

Information from the previous teacher is used to 
plan work in a new class

How does your current 
practice match the 
statement?
^m irro rs the statement : 
3: room for minor improvements ■ 

‘ 2; dements require development 
: 1 requires re-thinking.:

1 2 3 4.



How importanl/relevarit is R e p o r t i n g  t O  How does your current
the statement for your . .  ,  practice match the
establishment? ■ \ ; P 3 f ©  f l T S  3 0 0  statement?
4: essential . ' :■ : . c a r e r S  4: mirrors the statement
3: very important 3: room for minor rnprcrvements

•2: quite important - 2: elements requiredevelopment
1: of limited importance 1: requires re-thinking: .

• 1 : ; 2 ■ 3  4  1 2 3 4

Efforts are made to ensure that parents
understand the information which is given to them ; '
about their child’s attainment and progress

, ' Reports outline strengths in all aspects of schoof
- ; life and indicate areas that need to be developed - ’

, ■ . Children are actively involved and contribute to the
, report i ng process

.. . /■ There are opportunities for teachers, pupils and
. parents to talk together

: .■ Parental involvement in pupils’ learning is ‘ .
. ; ’ ;; encouraged ;

Targets are set, shared with parents and reviewed 
with pupils

Statutory requirements for reporting are met

The relationship between individual attainment 
and comparative results is clearly explained

Timing of reports allows appropriate discussion 
and action to take place

Parents are helped to understand that teacher 
assessment and test levels are equally Important 
and provide different and complementary 
information



: How important/relevant is •
• 'the statement for your. >: 
Establishment?^ ‘ “ ‘ / /  ; ; 

; ' 4 /essential. . /.■
: 3:;very important / ;
• 2: quite important v
/ I :  ófÌimited importance'/' •

" ; V  ,  2  3  / 4  '

Transfer and 
transition

Curriculum liaison and trust is well established 
with partner schools and settings

Pupils' work is used as a iocus for discussions 
on progression and approaches to learning as 
pupils transfer

There are opportunities for teachers to observe 
learning in partner schools and settings

There is agreement within and across schools 
about what information should be passed on

Information transferred identifies pupils' strengths 
and areas for development

The information which is transferred to the next 
school covers the statutory requirements

Wien pupils stay in the same school, information 
gets to the next teacher in time for effective 
planning to occur

W en pupils move schools there are procedures 
in place to ensure that the right information gets 
to the right people in good time

W en new pupils arrive the information that 
comes with them is always used to pitch the 
curriculum appropriately

How does your current 
practice match the 
statement?
4:;rnirrors the statement 
3: room for minor improvements 
2: elements require deve bpment 
1 /'requires rè.-thinking •

1 : ■ 2 •• ' 3 :4 ■ .



’:How important/relevant is?
: the statement for your 
establishment?r '
4; essential 

: 3: very important ,'- 
2; quite important’ ' :;_v 

, 1: of limited importance

' 1  •• /  2- ; ; . .3. 4

Management
and
monitoring

The policy for assessment, recording and 
reporting is developed together and is understood 
by all

There are agreed guidelines for Implementing our 
poiicy, which are communicated to the staff and 
are placed in writing

Procedures are in place to monitor and evaluate 
what is happening in all aspects of assessment, 
recording and reporting

Curriculum co-ordinators monitor the planning and 
delivery of their subjects through scrutiny of short
term plans and pupils’ work

There is a member of staff with overall 
responsibility for assessment, recording and 
reporting who co-ordinates the overall 
assessments made

Wow does your current 
practice match the 
statement?

"'■A: mirrors’the statement 
: 3; room for minor improvements 
- 2: elements require development 
\1: requires re-thinking ^

1 2 3 4



How important/relevant is ■ 
the statement for your - 
establishm ent?: ...
4: essential ■ ■ r , -
3: very important 
2: quite important . .

’ 1: o f limi ted importance’

' 1- ■ 2- -3' ' .  :. :4

Using
assessm ent 
information  
to monitor 
progress

When new pupils arrive the information that comes 
with them is always used to pitch the curriculum 
appropriately

The whole school agreed set of attainment 
information about each pupil is used to track the 
individual’s progress

Attainment information is used to inform curriculum 
planning and to identify key learning objectives

Year on year trends are monitored

Attainment is analysed for each cohort and is used 
to set appropriate targets

Progress towards targets is checked regularly for 
individuals and year groups

The performance of specific groups of pupils 
monitored: e.g. gender, ethnic groups, EAL, SEN, 
looked after and talented and gifted pupils etc.

Performance management strategies provide 
information about pupil progress in different 
teaching groups and subjects

National and local data is used to provide a realistic 
comparison with other schools

Benchmark information is used to identify other 
similar schools in order to learn from their 
experience

Analysis of information informs decisions about 
what to include in subject action plans and school 
improvement plans

How does your current \ 
practice match the . 
statement? '
4;;mirrors the statement 
3: 'room for minor improvements 
2: elements require development 
1 requires re-thinking

1 2 . 3  .4
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. How important/relevant is . ; 
the statement for your; 
establishment? - 
4: essential ■ 7
3;Very important '.7.
2: quite important . :.;
1 ; of limited importance ‘

1 : -2 . 4

How does your current . 
practice match,the. *, 
statement?
;4: mirrors* the statement:
 ̂3; room for minor improvements 
2:eterentsrequiredev£kpment 
1; requires re-thinking

1 2 3 4

All staff are involved in the review and evaluation 
process

Assessment recording and reporting practices '■ ; .
and policy are systematically reviewed and 
evaluated, in terms of the impact upon both 
teaching and pupils’ learning

Decisions are made about how the practice of * ;  ̂ ;
assessment, recording and reporting can be
improved and targets for development are
identified and agreed 7

The records of pupil's progress are reviewed
regularly to ensure information held is used
effectively and when necessary adjustments are •
made . :

The review and evalualion of assessment practice 
and policy informs school development planning

The school improvement plan is the vehicle for 
describing how the strategies for further 
developing assessment recording and reporting 
practice will be implemented

Evaluation 
as part of 
school 
improvement



Appendix J 

Teachers ’ Learning Log

Please com plete a t  least th re e  o f  the follow ing sentence starters with your thoughts on today’s sessions.

Learning Log o f______________________________  Date:________________

✓ Today I learned ...

✓ I was surprised b y ...

✓ The m ost useful th ing  I will take from these sessions is.

✓ I was interested in ...

✓ W hat I liked m ost about today w a s ...

✓ One th ing I am  not sure about is ...

✓ The m ain th ing  I w ant to find out m ore about i s . ..

✓ A fter these sessions, I fee l...

✓ I m ight have got m ore from today i f . ..
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Appendix K

Professional Development Programme

September 19 
September 26

General introduction to A/L Methodologies 
AfL Strategy: Sharing Learning Intentions

October 23 
October 24

Video Analysis and Review
AfL Strategy: Tuning into Learners ' Minds: Success Criteria

November 27 
November 28

Video Analysis and Review
AfL Strategy: Stepping Forward with Feedback

January 8 
January 9

Video Analysis and post Christmas Review  
AfL Strategy: Marking Less to Achieve More

February 19 
February 20

Video Analysis and Review
AfL Strategy: Promoting Assessment bv Pupils

April 1 
April 2

Video Analysis and post Easter Review
AfL Strategies: Revisiting the Big Idea: Clozing the Gap

May 6 
May 7

Video Analysis and Review
AfL Strategies: Revisiting the Big Idea: Clozing the Gap

June 3, 4, 5 Three-day Review and Post-Intervention Data Collection
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Appendix L 

Supplementary Teaching Materials

Literacy: R ead ing  W riting Oral Language

Learning Intention (Bit or Application)

WALT:
1. Be able to  read  and show  we understand what we are reading.

Context
(distinct and separate from the LI)

Success Criteria (what you need to do to achieve the learning intention)

WILF:
Is that you/for you  to:

1. T ry to  read  the passage.
2. Use the title o f  the (story/letter/poem  -  specify the genre) to help you guess w hat the (specify genre)

is about.
3. Use the p icture to help you understand w hat’s happening in a (sto ry /le tter/poem ... - specify the 

genre).
4. A sk y o u rse lf  questions quietly as you read.
5. U se all the steps you can learned i f  you find your read ing  hard and get stuck.

Notes for future Planning (if necessary)

Note:
LI: This states what the student is learning to do (skill), know (knowledge) and understand (concept). NOT the context. It must be 
shared with the students both visually and orally. It means that the student knows what the purpose is and helps to transfer the 
responsibility for learning from teacher to student.

SC: This is a set o f  criteria that the student can check back against to see if  they have been successful. NOT the task. It is more 
effective if generated by a discussion between the teacher and student. This should also be written down.

209



210

L
ea

rn
in

g 
In

te
nt

io
ns

 (
L

is
)

C
on

te
xt

Su
cc

es
s 

C
ri

te
ri

a
Fe

ed
ba

ck
R

em
em

be
r:

 t
he

 L
I,

 C
on

te
xt

/A
ct

iv
ity

 a
nd

 S
C

 n
ee

d 
to

 b
e 

st
at

ed
 e

xp
lic

itl
y 

an
d 

se
pa

ra
te

ly
 s

o 
as

 n
ot

 to
 c

on
fu

se
 th

e 
L

I 
an

d 
ac

tiv
ity

.
>

 
C

la
rif

y 
at

 th
e 

pl
an

ni
ng

 s
ta

ge
; s

ha
re

 a
t t

he
 b

eg
in

ni
ng

 o
f t

he
 

le
ss

on
>

 
Tw

o 
ca

te
go

rie
s 

of
 L

is
:

- B
it U

s (
K

no
w

le
dg

e,
 S

ki
lls

, A
tti

tu
de

s:
 w

hi
ch

 a
re

 v
er

y 
sp

ec
ifi

c)
O

r
- A

pp
lic

ati
on

 U
s (

A
pp

lic
at

io
n 

of
 B

its
: m

or
e 

ge
ne

ra
l/b

ro
ad

 i
n 

na
tu

re
)

> 
Sh

ou
ld

 u
se

 b
ot

h 
ty

pe
s, 

pu
nc

tu
at

in
g 

B
its

 w
ith

 A
pp

s

> 
Th

e 
sa

m
e 

Li
s 

sh
ou

ld
 b

e 
gi

ve
n 

to
 th

e 
w

ho
le

 c
la

ss
; 

di
ff

er
en

tia
tio

n 
m

ay
 o

cc
ur

 in
 th

e 
co

nt
ex

t o
f t

he
 S

C 
(m

us
t/c

ou
ld

/s
ho

ul
d)

>
 

A
lw

ay
s 

try
 to

 u
se

 w
or

ds
 a

ss
oc

ia
te

d 
w

ith
 le

ar
ni

ng
 n

ot
 d

oi
ng

 
(th

e 
ac

tiv
ity

/p
ro

du
ct

):
K

no
w

le
dg

e:
 W

A
LT

 k
no

w
/u

nd
er

st
an

d/
ex

pi
ai

n 
Sk

ill
s:

 W
A

LT
 d

ev
el

op
/b

e 
ab

le
 to

/g
et

 b
et

te
r a

t 
U

nd
er

st
an

di
ng

: 
W

A
LT

 u
nd

er
st

an
d 

ho
w

/w
hy

/th
at

 
A

tti
tu

de
s/

va
lu

es
: 

W
A

LT
 b

e 
aw

ar
e 

of
/th

in
k 

m
or

e 
ab

ou
t/c

on
si

de
r

> 
M

ak
e 

th
em

 S
M

A
R

T 
an

d 
m

ax
im

um
 2

 o
r 3

> 
D

is
pl

ay
 p

ro
m

in
en

tly
, s

am
e 

pl
ac

e,
 g

et
 k

id
s 

to
 re

m
in

d 
yo

u 
if

 
yo

u 
fo

rg
et

> 
M

ak
e 

co
nt

in
uo

us
 r

ef
er

en
ce

 th
ro

ug
ho

ut
 th

e 
le

ss
on

 to
 th

em
 -

 
m

ak
in

g 
su

re
 th

e 
ki

ds
 a

re
 fo

cu
se

d 
no

t o
n 

th
e 

ac
tiv

ity
 th

ey
 a

re
 

en
ga

ge
d 

in
 b

ut
 th

e 
sk

ill
s/

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
th

ey
 a

re
 le

ar
ni

ng
>

 
It 

m
ig

ht
 b

e 
us

ef
ul

 to
 g

et
 th

e 
ki

ds
 to

 w
rit

e 
th

e 
LI

 a
s 

th
e 

tit
le

 to
 

th
ei

r w
or

k
>

 
G

iv
e 

th
e 

ki
ds

 a
 n

os
e 

fo
r q

ua
lit

y 
by

 s
ho

w
in

g 
eg

s 
an

d/
or

 
m

od
el

in
g 

th
e 

pr
oc

es
s

>
 

U
se

 th
em

 to
 g

iv
e 

fe
ed

ba
ck

, m
ar

k 
w

or
k,

 p
ra

is
e/

re
w

ar
d

>
 

R
es

ea
rc

h 
sh

ow
s 

if
 se

lf
 ev

al
ua

tio
n 

is 
lin

ke
d 

to
 th

e 
LI

, 
ch

ild
re

n’
s 

pr
og

re
ss

, p
er

si
st

en
ce

 a
nd

 s
el

f-
es

te
em

 im
pr

ov
es

>
 

Ex
ce

pt
 f

or
 B

it 
LI

s 
fo

cu
si

ng
 o

n 
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t, 

th
e 

co
nt

ex
t f

or
 th

e 
le

ar
ni

ng
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 
in

de
pe

nd
en

t f
ro

m
 th

e 
LI

>
 

In
 th

is
 w

ay
 th

e 
ki

ds
 

te
am

 th
at

 it
 is

 n
ot

 th
e 

pa
rti

cu
la

r c
on

te
xt

 th
at

 
m

at
te

rs
 b

ut
 th

e 
m

as
te

ry
 o

f t
he

 
ba

si
c/

co
re

 s
ki

ll
>

 
Th

is
 m

ea
ns

 th
at

 th
er

e 
ar

e 
us

ua
lly

 a
ny

 
nu

m
be

r o
f c

on
te

xt
s 

in
 

w
hi

ch
 a

 L
I m

ig
ht

 b
e 

ta
ug

ht
>

 
It 

is 
po

ss
ib

le
 th

at
 

ha
vi

ng
 id

en
tif

ie
d 

th
e 

LI
 a

nd
 th

e 
SC

, y
ou

 
w

ill
 n

ot
ic

e 
th

at
 th

e 
co

nt
ex

t w
ill

 n
ot

 
su

pp
or

t t
he

 c
hi

ld
’s 

m
as

te
ry

 o
f t

he
 L

I 
an

d 
w

ill
 n

ee
d 

to
 b

e 
ch

an
ge

d

>
 

Sh
ou

ld
 n

ot
 b

e 
ex

pr
es

se
d 

as
 b

eh
av

io
ur

 b
ut

 a
s 

le
ar

ni
ng

> 
SC

 c
an

 b
e 

th
ou

gh
t o

f a
s 

fa
lli

ng
 in

to
 4

 ty
pe

s:
 f

or
m

, 
co

nt
en

t, 
pr

oc
es

s 
an

d 
im

pa
ct

> 
Pr

oc
es

s 
or

 P
ro

du
ct

?
A

 p
ro

ce
ss

 f
oc

us
 e

m
ph

as
iz

es
 ho

w 
th

e 
ch

ild
 c

an
 a

ch
ie

ve
 

th
e 

LI
 a

nd
 is

 m
or

e 
us

ef
ul

 to
 th

e 
ch

ild
; i

n 
co

nt
ra

st
 a

 
pr

od
uc

t f
oc

us
 in

di
ca

te
s 

wh
at 

th
e 

en
d 

re
su

lt 
w

ill
 b

e 
bu

t 
gi

ve
s 

no
 c

lu
e 

as
 to

 h
ow

 to
 a

ch
ie

ve
 it

>
 

V
is

ib
le

 o
r 

in
vi

si
bl

e?
90

%
 o

f w
ha

t t
he

 b
ra

in
 re

m
em

be
rs

 is
 f

ro
m

 v
is

ua
l 

im
ag

es
 s

o 
vi

su
al

 r
em

in
de

rs
 a

re
 v

er
y 

us
ef

ul
.

>
 

SC
 s

ho
ul

d 
ec

ho
/re

fle
ct

 th
e 

ke
y 

st
ep

s/
te

ac
hi

ng
 

po
in

ts
 i

n 
th

e 
le

ss
on

> 
SC

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
 e

lic
ite

d 
fr

om
 th

e 
ki

ds
 iu

st
 b

ef
or

e 
th

ey
 b

eg
in

 a
 ta

sk
/a

ct
iv

ity
 o

r j
us

t a
fte

r t
he

y 
ha

ve
 

ha
d 

a 
tri

al
 ru

n 
bu

t t
he

v 
m

us
t b

e 
D

la
nn

ed
 b

v 
th

e 
te

ac
he

r b
ef

or
e 

th
e 

le
ss

on
 b

eg
in

s.
 T

hi
s 

en
su

re
s 

th
at

 th
e 

te
ac

he
r’s

 f
oc

us
 is

 o
n 

th
e 

le
ar

ni
ng

 n
ot

 th
e 

te
ac

hi
ng

/a
ct

iv
iti

es
 o

f t
he

 le
ss

on
 a

nd
 g

iv
es

 th
e 

te
ac

he
r 

a 
ch

an
ce

 to
 c

he
ck

 th
at

 th
e 

SC
 id

en
tif

ie
d 

w
ill

 a
ct

ua
lly

 e
ns

ur
e 

th
e 

ch
ild

’s
 m

as
te

ry
 o

f t
he

 L
I

>
 

In
 th

is
 w

ay
, t

he
 S

C
 s

et
 th

e 
ac

tiv
ity

 a
ge

nd
a 

fo
r t

he
 

le
ss

on
>

 
SC

 m
ay

 b
e 

di
ff

er
en

tia
te

d 
by

 u
si

ng
 th

e 
te

rm
s 

mu
st 

(m
in

im
um

 r
eq

ui
re

m
en

t f
or

 a
ll 

ch
ild

re
n)

, c
ou

ld 
(a

dd
iti

on
al

 e
le

m
en

ts
 f

or
 m

or
e 

ab
le

/a
dv

an
ce

d 
ch

ild
re

n)
 a

nd
 sh

ou
ld.

 T
he

 k
id

s 
su

cc
ee

di
ng

 a
t 

sh
ou

lds
 c

an
 th

en
 b

e 
en

co
ur

ag
ed

 to
 m

ov
e 

to
 

co
uld

s.
> 

Th
e 

A
si

de
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 g
iv

en
 o

ra
llv

 b
ef

or
e 

th
e 

ki
ds

 
st

ar
t w

or
k

>
>

 
W

rit
te

n 
(P

EN
)/o

ra
l/p

Ie
na

ry
> 

H
ig

hl
ig

ht
er

s:
 tr

af
fic

 li
gh

ts
 

ha
ve

 b
ee

n 
fo

un
d 

to
 b

e 
m

os
t 

su
cc

es
sf

ul
 f

or
 y

ou
ng

 
ch

ild
re

n
> 

A
pp

la
ud

 e
ff

or
t a

s 
m

uc
h 

as
 

ac
hi

ev
em

en
t

>
 

Su
m

m
at

iv
e 

fe
ed

ba
ck

 is
 o

f 
lit

tle
 u

se
 in

 s
ha

pi
ng

 th
e 

le
ar

ni
ng

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

fo
r t

he
 

ch
ild

 s
o 

pr
om

pt
 

co
nt

in
uo

us
ly

 d
ur

in
g 

th
e 

le
ss

on
: r

em
em

be
r -

 
m

in
ut

e-
by

-m
in

ut
e,

 d
ay

-b
y-

 
da

y 
as

se
ss

m
en

t!
>

 
R

em
em

be
r, 

fe
ed

ba
ck

 is
 

on
ly

 fo
rm

at
iv

e 
if

 it
 is

 u
se

d 
by

 th
e 

le
ar

ne
r t

o 
im

pr
ov

e
> 

Th
e 

pl
en

ar
y 

is 
im

po
rta

nt
: 

w
ha

t d
id

 y
ou

 le
am

; w
ha

t 
w

as
 m

os
t d

iff
ic

ul
t/e

as
y;

 
w

ha
t w

ou
ld

 y
ou

 d
o 

di
ff

er
en

tly
; w

ha
t d

o 
yo

u 
ne

ed
 to

 d
o 

ne
xt

 to
 im

pr
ov

e

B
it 

Li
s: > 

A
im

 to
 te

ac
h 

kn
ow

le
dg

e,
 s

ki
lls

 o
r 

at
tit

ud
es

> 
R

em
em

be
r: 

a 
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

B
it 

m
us

t i
nc

lu
de

 th
e 

co
nt

ex
t

> 
B

it 
Li

s 
su

bs
eq

ue
nt

ly
 b

ec
om

e 
SC

 f
or

 A
pp

lic
at

io
n 

Li
s

>
 

Ea
sy

 to
 c

re
at

e
>

 
C

hr
on

ol
og

ic
al

 a
nd

 s
te

p-
by

-s
te

p
> 

In
st

an
t/I

m
m

ed
ia

te
. 

U
se

 
pr

om
pt

s: - R
em

in
de

r
- S

ca
ff

ol
de

d
- E

xa
m

pl
e.

A
pp

lic
at

io
n 

Li
s:

>
 

A
im

 to
 g

iv
e 

th
e 

ki
ds

 a
n 

op
po

rtu
ni

ty
 to

 a
pp

ly
 th

e 
B

its
 th

ey
 

ha
ve

 le
ar

ne
d

>
 

M
ak

e 
su

re
 th

e 
A

pp
s 

LI
 is

 n
ot

 to
o 

br
oa

d!

>
 

C
om

pr
is

e 
th

e 
a 

lis
t o

f p
re

vi
ou

s 
B

it 
LI

s
>

 
R

ea
d 

lik
e 

a 
lis

t o
f i

ng
re

di
en

ts
> 

Fe
ed

ba
ck

 is
 m

or
e 

R
ef

le
ct

iv
e

G
iv

es
 r

is
e 

to
 in

di
vi

du
al

iz
ed

 
ta

rg
et

s 
fo

r k
id

s



Reading: Approaches, Diagnosis, Closing the Gap -  Think Piece

Skill vs. Strategies Approaches

1. Bottom-up model: readers acquire the ability to read by learning a hierarchy of 
skills in both word recognition and comprehension. Instruction concentrates on the 
acquisition of separate subskills in decoding and comprehension, such as phonics, 
context clues and main idea identification

2. Top-down model: reading is perceived as sampling, selecting, predicting, 
comparing and confirming what the reader sees and expects to see. Instruction 
emphasises the use of prior knowledge to develop hypotheses and make predictions.

An effective reader uses skills as well as appropriate strategies.

1. The reader who comes across an unfamiliar work may apply a strategy to unlock the 
pronunciation and/or meaning. However, if a reader has a limited number of skills 
in word recognition, he/she may be hampered in applying a strategy.

2. Thus to hold an either/or approach can be limiting in instruction and unfair to 
students. The two approaches (interactive model) can work in concert to provide 
maximum success in reading instruction practices

Questions to guide assessment and diagnosis of children’s reading include:

1. At what reading level is the child functioning?
2. What are the child’s reading interests?
3. What is the child’s attitude toward reading and/or school?
4. What are the child’s strengths and abilities?

A Diagnosis model for a child who is an early or transition reader

1. Sight words (graded word list, Informal Reading Inventory)
2. Comprehension (Informal Reading Inventory

a. Analyse comprehension levels and errors
b. Check vocabulary
c. Check comprehension on narrative vs. expository text
d. Check comprehension on oral vs. silent reading
e. Examine oral reading rate
f. Writing Sample

3. Decision: What are the child’s patterns of strengths and weaknesses?
4. Decision: What are the appropriate instruction strategies?

the gap
Do we know what standard we want (or our children are expected to achieve 
according to standardised tests) by the end of second class?
Do we know where they are currently relative to this standard?
Have we clear incremental steps in place to support their achievement of this 
standard?

Closing
1.

2 .

3.
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The N ational Standard o f Reading in 2nd Class

MICRA-T: Level 2: 2nd and 3rd class.

There are three parts to Level 2 of the test:

1. 20 items, assesses pupils' word recognition and decoding skills.
2. Comprehension section one: which requires pupils to demonstrate their 

understanding of individual sentences by responding in a variety of ways.
3. Comprehension section 2: consists of 36 sentences, graded according 

to difficulty, with each sentence containing a superfluous word which 
must be deleted in order to render the sentence meaningful.

While this level of the test is highly similar to the original Level 2, the 
difficulty level has been extended upwards so that it remains 
challenging even at the end of Third Class.

Total administration time, including sample items for each part, is 
approximately one hour.

The Drumcondra Primary Reading Test-Revised

There are three parts to Level 2 has three parts to the test. For the purposes of this
project, we are only asking them to complete sections one and two. Section three, which
relates to word analysis is deemed to have been examined sufficiently in the MICRA T.

1. Reading Vocabulary: 36 items. A short sentence is given with one word 
underlined and the child has to tick one word from a list of four words 
which has a similar meaning. Estimated time required: 40 minutes.

2. Reading Comprehension Stories: 3 stories approximately one A4 sheet in 
length, size 12 font approximately with a picture in black and white at the 
top of each but without any title to the story. The child has to answer 10 
multiple-choice questions relating to each story, i.e. 30 items. The phrasing 
of the questions tends to demand higher order thinking of the children, i.e. it 
is not sufficient to be able to locate the answer because as the questions are 
phrased they do not echo exactly the language used in the story. Estimated 
time required: 45 minutes.

3. The Reading Vocabulary and Reading Comprehension subtests at Level 2 
take about 1.5 hours to administer; this estimate include time for 
completing identification information and sample items.

So: Apart from the reading acumen required, children are expected to
1. Sit a test of between one and one and a half hours duration with short breaks
2. Follow directions -  understand the teacher’s instructions
3. Be internally motivated to achieve
4. Persevere when faced with the unknown
5. Working in isolation and in silence without recourse to teacher assistance of any 

kind.
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Appendix M

T eachers ’ L earn ing L o g  R eview

Learning Logs:
Mapping your personal journey through Professional Development during the year

In review ing your logs, it m ight be helpful to note that there are two key elem ents to  each one:

>  P a r t  A  offers you a series o f  prom pts about your learning w hich relate to
o  W hat you liked/found m ost useful
o  W hat you learned/w ere interested in/were not sure about/w anted to find out more

about
o  H ow  you  felt/w hat surprised you/m ight have got m ore from  i f . ...

>  P a r t  B  focuses on your personal concerns and needs and asked specifically  w hat w ould  help
and support you m ost at a  particular juncture.

Y our responses to these prom pts are very im portant because research show s that the im pact o f 
professional developm ent is affected  by factors that support or hinder teachers from  m aking changes, 
including your:

> C o n c e rn s
(Particularly  those expressed in Part B above; w hat w ere they and most 
im portantly , w ere they acknow ledged and responded to  during the course o f  the 
professional developm ent programme, thereby help ing  you to  m ove on?)

> Self-efficacy
(Y our perception  that you are capable o f  undertaking the challenges presenting  with 
success; specifically, was there a significant change in your know ledge and skills as 
you progressed through the year?)

>  C o g n itiv e  sty les
(Y our particular w ay o f  learning; did the processes used in delivering the 
p rofessional developm ent m eet your learning needs -  e.g. were the approaches 
sufficiently  varied; was there opportunity for group discussion and debate; did you 
feel you w ere being “given the truth” by an expert or constructing know ledge and 
understanding  together; did you get a chance to  build  on previous know ledge and 
skills or w as the focus running in parallel w ith your current interests and needs?)

>  R eflec tiveness
(To w hat extent have you had an opportunity to reflect on your learning/teaching 
practices during the year? In general, have your skills o f  critical reflection been 
heigh tened  by this involvem ent and, if  so, is th is som ething that you th ink has 
becom e sufficiently  em bedded in your practice for it to  be sustained?)

>  F o rm a l e d u c a tio n  a n d  y ea rs  o f  experience
(A s a  professional group, we brought different educational backgrounds, num ber o f 
years in teaching and a range o f  different experiences to  the table. Do you think 
that given your personal background, the professional developm ent you received 
w orked  for you and, if  so, was it enhanced or h indered by the heterogeneous nature 
o f  the group?)

N ote: N ot all o f  these issues w ill arise as you review your learning logs and th a t’s fine; it’s ju s t useful 
to be aw are o f  them . O thers w ill com e to the fore when you look at your A fL  audits and w hen you 
participate in the focus group discussion on your experiences o f  involvem ent w ith the TLC.



1. Start by review ing P art A o f  the logs. It m ight be useful to use h ighlighters to categorise the 
kinds o f  responses you m ade over the period o f  the year

o W hat you liked/found m ost useful (green)
o W hat you learned/w ere interested in/were not sure about/w anted to  find out more 

about (orange)
o H ow  you felt/w hat surprised you/m ight have got m ore from  if .. ..  (blue).

2. Then take a look at the concerns, needs and supports you  identified in P art B ; these have been 
printed out on individual sheets for ease o f  analysis.

3 . N ow  com pare sections A and B. Rem em ber, you are try ing  to  m ap the changes in your concerns 
and needs over tim e, in the context o f  the supports you received. The C oncem s-B ased A doption 
M odel show n in Table 1 below  (and other developm ental m odels o f  its type) holds tha t people 
considering and experiencing change evolve in the kinds o f  questions they ask and in their use o f  
w hatever the change is. In general, early questions are m ore self-oriented: W hat is it? and How 
will it affect m e? If, and when, these questions are resolved, questions em erge tha t are m ore task- 
oriented: H ow  do I do it? H ow  can I use these m aterials efficiently? H ow  can I organize m yself? 
and W hy is it tak ing  so m uch tim e? Finally, if, and when, self- and task- concerns are resolved, 
the individual can focus on  impact: H ow  will this affect the ch ild ren ...?

Suggested Approach

: Concerns-Basec Adoption Model

Stages o f Concern Expressions of Concern

7. Refocusing /  have some ideas about something that would work even better. (The focus is on 
exploration of more universal benefits from the innovation, including the possibility of 
major changes or replacement with a more powerful alternative. Individual has definite 
ideas about alternatives to the proposed or existing form of the innovation.)

6. Collaboration
How can I relate what Î am doing to what others are doing? (The focus is on collaboration 
and cooperation with others regarding the innovation.)

5. Consequence

How is my use affecting learners? How can I refine it to have more impact? (Attention 
focuses on impact o f the innovation on students in her/his immediate sphere o f influence. 
The focus is on relevance of the innovation for students, evaluation of student outcomes, 
including performance and competencies, and changes needed to increase student 
outcomes.)

4. Management

I seem to be spending all my time getting materials ready. (Attention is focused on the 
processes and tasks of using the innovation and the best use o f  information and resources. 
Issues related to efficiency, organizing, managing, scheduling and time demands are 
utmost.)

3. Personal

How will using it affect me? (Individual is uncertain about the demands of the innovation, 
her/his inadequacy to meet those demands, and her/his role with the innovation. This 
involves analysis o f her/his role in relation to the reward structure o f the organization, 
decision-making, and consideration of potential conflicts with existing structures or 
personal commitment. Financial or status implications o f the programme for self and 
colleagues may also be reflected.)

2. Informational

I would like to know more about it. (A general awareness o f the innovation and interest in 
learning more detail about it is indicated. The person seems to be unworried about 
herseltThimself in relation to the innovation. She/he is interested in substantive aspects of 
the innovation in a selfless manner such as general characteristics, effects, and 
requirements for use.)

1. Awareness
I am not concerned about it (Little concern about or involvement with the innovation is 
indicated.)

Use your co lour-coding o f  Part A and the pages listing the concerns, needs and supports you 
identified to  answ er the questions overleaf.
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What kinds of concerns and needs did you express during the intervention period?

1. D id they evolve over tim e? W here did you start on the CB A M  scale and w here are 
currently?



2. If  your progression was steady and incremental, what supported you most in this?

3. I f  you seem  to have becom e stuck som ewhere along the line, w here did this happen and 
w hy? M ore im portantly, w hy do you think you rem ain stuck at this po in t and what 
support(s)do you th ink w ould be required to  m ove you on?

Any other com m ents. P lease add overleaf.



Appendix N

Teachers' Independent Review o f the Professional Development Provided

So far you have engaged in two complementary reviews -  the Learning Logs and 
the A/L Audits. In reviewing the Learning Logs, the focus was on reviewing your personal 
responses to the individual professional development sessions over the year and, 
specifically, on the concerns, needs and supports you identified as being important to you. 
In contrast, the A/L audits gave you an insight into the development of your knowledge, 
skills and attitudes in relation to AfL - having engaged with the project for a year - both in 
the TLC and in the classroom. This session seeks to build on this previous work by 
offering you an opportunity to review -collectively and anonymously - the professional 
development, including the content, process and context elements. Researchers categorise 
the factors that impact on the success of professional development in different ways. For 
ease of categorisation, three main areas may be identified:

1. Content characteristics: the “what” of professional development including: 
the credibility and scope of the practice or concept being conveyed; the ideas, 
practices, and strategies taught or suggested during the professional development 
etc.

2. Process variables: the “how” of professional development, the model(s) used (e.g. 
traditional = one/two-day withdrawal vs. sustained site-based/job-embedded, 
Teacher Learning Community) and their key characteristics including -

> Quality of facilitation (e.g. on Day One - input days: nature and range of 
methods used - video, PowerPoint, Hand outs, Think Pieces, 
Brainstorming...; personality/style/accessibility/approachability of 
facilitator...; opportunities for discussion/debate/reflection...)

> Planning and organization of sessions (e.g. on Day Two -  video review 
days: protocols used to support “disciplined conversations” e.g. learning 
logs, video footage, video review sheets, lesson planning sheets...)

3. Context characteristics: the “who” (people involved/personalities...), “when” 
(timing/duration...), “where” (school-based vs. hotel/education center...), and 
“why” of the professional development (motivation/need -  personal, school, 
national contexts); the organizational or school/system culture (specific to St. 
John’s); the expectations and incentives for using new practices/ideas etc.

Suggested Approach

1. Consider each of the three categories in turn; content, process and context. In the 
case of each, use the prompts above to help you identify and discuss the issues. It 
might be helpful to brainstorm the categories initially, record all your responses and 
then agree on the top two or three that, as a group, you believe warrant detailed 
discussion.

2. Appoint a rapporteur to note the final comments of the group; it is important that 
these are read back to the group so that you are satisfied that they reflect the 
opinions of all accurately and completely. Do this for each of the three categories.

3. Finally, review the three sets of comments together and on a separate sheet make 
your final overall comments/remarks. The tables attached may aid you in your 
discussions.

217



Content: Key Issues Raised Final Comments/Conclusions re. Content

Process: Key Issues Raised Final Comments/Conclusions re. Process

•

Context: Key Issues Raised Final Comments/Conclusions re. Context

Final Overall Comments/Conclusions
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Contenu Key Issues Raised Final Comments/Conclusions re. Content



Process: K ey  Issues R a ised F in a l C o m m en ts /C o n c lu s io n s  re. Process



Context: Key Issues Raised Final Comments/Conclusions re. Context

■ ■ ' .............





Appendix O 

Teachers ’ Independent Review Findings

Content: K ey  Issues  R a ised F in a l C o m m en ts /C o n c lu s io n s  re. Content
Learning around L earning Intentions 
and Success C riteria

Feedback and P eer/S e lf  assessm ent

Theoretical vs. p ractical introduction

N othing done on A FL re. Irish 
curriculum

Our own videos!

Reading com prehension

Strategies

Too much tim e spent -  got bogged dow n w ith language -  was it 
necessary? But everything fell into place afterw ards!

W e felt initially that the children w ere too young but found it 
worked.

A bit overwhelm ing! Very theoretical to begin w ith -  m aybe 
practical exam ples/videos better.

Surprised it was such a shot in the dark for us all. St. P a t’s/N C CA  
lacking work done an AFL in Irish context.

C ontent from our ow n videos as im portant as A FL 
research/handouts.

C ontent outside AFL strategies/techniques. N ew  approach to 
reading com prehension w hich cam e from  w orking on Success 
Criteria/Learning Intentions.

H ow we adapted them  -  they becam e personal and we could pick 
and choose from  a range.
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Process: K ey Issues R a ised F in a l C o m m en ts /C o n c lu s io n s  re. Process

Facilitators

Range o f  M ethods

Planning o f  Sessions 

Video Review  Sheets

Lesson Planning Sheet 

Learning Logs

Debate with regard to expert versus facilita tor = prefer non-expert 
but slightly m ore versed in content;
Quality o f  facilitator = open, driven, understanding, m otivated and 
motivating;
Very accessible.

Volum e o f  handouts was overw helm ing;
English videos = only useful at end o f  process for purpose o f 
affirmation.

Review  day (videos) should have happened on first day o f  session.

Difficult to begin with but it w as good to  have a written record and 
feedback;
Z ita’s m odelling w as very good; how ever, she m oved beyond A/L 
rem it at tim es and was a little unrealistic o f  w hat could be done in a 
single lesson.

Felt like a long process but final draft was ok;
Felt like these w ere m ore for C liona’s benefit;
Still not sure how  useful they are from  teach er’s perspective -  own 
personal notes m ay be m ore useful.

Arduous but necessary;
M ore reflective tim e needed (earlier tim e);
Suggestion -  “soft background m usic” ;
Sentence starters som etim es w eren ’t relevant to session.
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Context: K ey  Issues R a ise d F in a l C o m m en ts /C o n c lu s io n s  re. Context

Who?

W hen?

W here?

Why?
Rejuvenation o f  our teaching skills

Z ita’s enthusiasm  and m otivation w ere brilliant but at tim es too 
theoretical and too m uch ja rgon  used;
Great to have Jen as liaison person, organisation o f  tea/coffee, room, 
subs -  basing w ith Zita;
Principal and other s ta ff  always very supportive and w illing to help 
out;
Importance o f  group m oral am ong teachers involved. D iscussions 
always took place in a safe, honest and trusting  environm ent. 
Constructive criticism  given to  each other.

The scheduling o f  days after Bank H olidays not ideal;
H aving 2 days together for review  and in-service very helpful.

School ideal location to m aintain focus and accessibility  to  resources 
and materials being used;
Initially, there was difficulty finding available room s -  frequent 
interruptions and also the inconvenience experienced by s ta ff 
members w ho had to  m ove from  their room s.

Presented us w ith a personal, professional challenge and a chance for 
professional developm ent, substitu te-supported  and based in school.
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Appendix P 

Teachers ’ Video Review Sheet -  P.LN.

Focus feedback on the learning objective/success criteria of the task.
In the past, feedback has often focused on four main elements:

1. Presentation
2. Quantity
3. Surface features of any writing (especially spelling)
4. Effort.

While these aspects are important, we have overemphasised them so that the main focus 
of the lesson has been marginalized. We need to focus on these elements every now and 
again rather thereby selling the message to the children that what matters most is the 
learning intention of the lesson which is what we will be judging their work on and 
basing our feedback on.

3 conditions for effective feedback:
The learner has to

1. Possess a concept of the standard (or goal, or, reference level) being aimed for
2. Compare the actual (or current) level of performance with the standard and
3. Engage in appropriate action which leads to some closure of the gap (Sadler, 

1989).

Feedback only leads to learning gains when it includes guidance about how to 
improve.
The greatest motivational benefits will come from focusing feedback on:

1. The qualities of the student’s work, and not on comparison with other students
2. Specific ways in which the student’s work could be improved
3. Improvements that the student has made compared to his/her earlier work.

So:
1. Give specific and concrete strategies to help the student improve; don’t simply 

reiterate the LI
2. Allow time for the improvements to be made: for assessment to be formative, the 

feedback information has to be used.

Students can be trained to self- and peer-assess their work.
Assuming that the criteria are clear -  LI and associated SC, students can learn to reflect 
on their own work and that of another leading to more independent, self-regulated and 
motivated work.

Good Guide: Making Assessment for Learning Work in Your Classroom: Practical 
Strategies for Enhancing Student Learning pg. 8 - 9 .
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Closing the Gap: Review of Teaching Videos: PIN Strategy (Praise-Improvement-Next) 

Teacher Observed: ____

Observer:

Review Date:

Praise (specific to what the teacher was trying to achieve as per Lis and SC)

Improvements (improvements that could be made)

Next (suggest the most immediate step(s) forward to help this person improve)
Possible prom pts:

>  R em inder (Think more about; consider why you d id ...)
>  Scaffold {Can you explain more about; try one o f  these options, ideas/suggestions)
> Exam ple (Suggest a particular strategy or idea: You might try this...)
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