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The third group focuses on the managerial role of assessments:
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• Teachers’ feedback to students seems to serve social and managerial
functions, often at the expense of the learning functions.
• Teachers are often able to predict students’ results on external tests – because
their own tests imitate them – but at the same time they know too little
about their students’ learning needs.
• The collection of marks to ﬁll up records is given greater priority than the
analysis of students’ work to discern learning needs; furthermore, some
teachers pay no attention to the assessment records of previous teachers of
their students.

©

H

aw
ke

rB

ro

w

THE EMPTY COMMITMENT
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Of course, not all of these descriptions apply to all classrooms, and indeed there will
be many schools and classrooms to which they do not apply at all. Nevertheless,
these general conclusions have been drawn by authors in several countries, including
Australia, who have collected evidence by observation, interviews and questionnaires
from many schools.
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Widespread changes in Australian education since the Melbourne Declaration on
Educational Goals for Young Australians have had powerful eﬀects on assessment, but
not every recommendation has been upheld. Statements of policy incorporated in
the Australian Curriculum emphasised the importance of formative assessment by
teachers, but most of the available resources – and public and political attention –
have been concentrated on the national standardised tests that determine overall
grades for the year. Teacher contributions to such summative assessments have been
given some formal status, but hardly any attention is paid to them. Moreover, the
problems of the relationship between teachers’ formative and their summative roles
have received no attention.
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There is indeed a very sharp contrast between these formal commitments to the central
importance of formative assessment and the actual priority given to it. The clearest
evidence of this is found in the OECD’s detailed review of Australian assessment
policy (Santiago et al. 2011), where it is observed that ‘there is no particular national
guidance or vision on how the results of evaluation and assessment activities feed
back into classroom practice’. While teachers in the OECD study told of using a
rich variety of formative assessments in their classrooms, it was found during review
visits ‘that many teachers, including beginning teachers, needed considerable support
to analyse and interpret student assessment data and to reﬂect it into adjustments to
classroom instruction’.
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Furthermore, the OECD reviewers explicitly warned against letting summative
assessment stand in for formative practice, stating that ‘the current prominence
of NAPLAN within the student assessment framework requires particular care
about not reducing the importance of teacher-based assessment’. As researchers
the world over have found, external tests such as NAPLAN which function, to
use the American phrase, as ‘high stakes’ tests, always dominate both teaching and
assessment. In particular, because of their constraints and their function to provide
overall summaries of achievement rather than helpful diagnosis, they give teachers
poor models for formative assessment.
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It is possible that schools and administrators do not work to develop better models
because they believe formative assessment is not problematic – that it already happens
all the time and needs no more than formal acknowledgement of its existence. Some
attempts have been made by ACARA to support teachers’ assessments by producing
general guides to procedures, and by publishing portfolio examples of students’ work
with annotations indicating the extent to which they met the required standards. The
annotations are created by classroom teachers and curriculum experts and provide
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The dialogue between students and a teacher should be thoughtful, reflective, focused to
evoke and explore understanding, and conducted so that all students have an opportunity
to think and to express their ideas.
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Class tests, and tests or other exercises set for homework, are also important means
to promote feedback. A good test can be a learning as well as a testing occasion. It is
better to have frequent short tests than infrequent and longer ones. Any new learning
should be tested within about a week of ﬁrst encounter, but tests more frequent than
this are counterproductive. The quality of the test items – their relevance to the main
learning aims and their clear communication to the student – needs scrutiny. Good
questions are hard to generate and teachers should collaborate, and draw – critically
– on outside sources, to collect such questions.
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Given questions of good quality, it is then essential to ensure the quality of the
feedback. Research studies have shown that if students are given only marks or
grades, they do not beneﬁt from the feedback on their work. The worst scenario is
one in which some students get low marks this time, they got low marks last time,
they expect to get low marks next time, and this is accepted as part of a shared belief
between them and their teacher that they are just not clever enough. Feedback has
been shown to improve learning where it gives each student speciﬁc guidance on
strengths and weaknesses, preferably without any overall marks. Thus, the way in
which test results are reported back to students so that they can identify their own
© 2014 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760011284 • GLA1284
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1. LEARNING FROM DEVELOPMENT
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Teachers will not take up attractive-sounding ideas, albeit based on extensive research,
if these are presented as general principles that leave entirely to them the task of
translating them into everyday practice – their classroom lives are too busy and too
fragile for this to be possible for all but an outstanding few. What they need is a
variety of living examples of implementation, by teachers with whom they can
identify and from whom they can both derive conviction and conﬁdence that they
can do better, and see concrete examples of what doing better means in practice.
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So the
cannot start with
S
h program development
d l
h an extensive program off training ffor
all – that could only be justiﬁed if it could be claimed that there exist enough ‘trainers’
who know what to do, which is not the case. The essential ﬁrst step is to set up a small
number of local groups of schools, some primary, some secondary, some inner city,
some from outer suburbs, some rural, with each committed both to a school-based
development of formative assessment and to collaboration within their local group.
In such a process, the teachers in their classrooms will be working out the answers to
many of the practical questions that the evidence presented here cannot answer, and
reformulating the issues, perhaps in relation to fundamental insights, and certainly
in terms which can make sense to their peers in ordinary classrooms. It would also
be essential to carry out such development in a range of subject areas – the research
reports of those developing mathematics education are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from
those in language, and diﬀerent again from those working in information and
communication technologies (to quote only three examples).
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