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3. PRINCIPLES OF LEARNING

T
he fi rst and most important principle of English learning is that the student 

is engaged in the process. Black and Wiliam defi ne formative assessment as:

all those activities undertaken by teachers, and by their students in assessing 
themselves, which provide information to be used as feedback 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 the needs. 

(Black & Wiliam 1998b, p. 2; original emphasis)

Crucially, therefore, formative assessment cannot be done to the students but must 

be done with them. Th e aim is to enable students to become independent learners. 

For this to be eff ective, students need time and opportunity to explore and discuss 

their ideas in order for the teacher to listen to where they are going and to intervene 

appropriately. 

Th is leads to a second principle, which is that talk is an aid to learning. Th is principle 

once underpinned much that was deemed good practice in English teaching, so that 

English curricula in Australia have historically represented speaking and listening 

as core components along with reading and writing. An advocate of such practice 

is Roy Corden in his book Literacy and Learning through Talk (2000). Corden’s 

research draws on the work of Vygotsky and Bruner, who suggested that in order 

to develop more mature capabilities in language students needed to interact with 

those who have already developed those capabilities. Th e interaction with peers and 

teachers provides a ‘scaff olding’ for the learner through which the learner develops 

the capabilities him/herself.

Practically, this involves English teachers in carefully devising and creating tasks 

that maximise opportunities for students to think through and develop their ideas as 

an aid to understanding and writing. Th e richer the task, the more meaningful the 

teachers’ feedback. For within this model of teaching and learning the most frequent 

form of feedback will be oral – characteristically, based on the research evidence of 

the King’s, Medway and Oxfordshire Formative Assessment Group (KMOFAP), a 

follow-up question that prompts further thinking.

Finally, in English, students need to learn to develop judgement about the quality 

of work they and others produce. Royce Sadler (1989) has described this as ‘guild 

knowledge’. Signifi cantly, he suggests that simply providing lists of criteria for what 
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makes for a good piece of writing or performance is insuffi  cient to help students 

progress because:

• Th e whole is always more than the sum of its constituent parts.

• Th e interrelationship between all the constituent components is always too 

complex to be itemised meaningfully.

• Th e diversity of potential outcomes makes the use of criteria too restrictive 

to be helpful in suggesting progression.

Instead, he argues, students need to be apprenticed into the guild through the 

assessment process. Elsewhere, one of us has suggested that English teachers develop 

– principally through assessing students’ work and through attending standardising 

meetings – a shared construct of what a particular grade looks like (Wiliam 2000). 

Observations of these standardisation meetings illustrate the point (see Marshall 

2000). In these meetings the use of criteria is always subordinate to the teacher’s 

overall impression of the quality of the candidates’ work. In one exchange, for 

example, a moderator exhorts teachers not to take a tick box approach to criteria 

because a particular candidate ‘screams D at me’ (Marshall 2000). What is vital to the 

process is the way in which the teachers learn to interpret the evidence. 

Peer- and self-assessment enables students to begin the development of a similar 

understanding of the construct that the community of teachers of English already 

shares. Discussion about their own writing and those of others enables them to gain 

insight into what is involved in good writing and thus apprentices students into 

the guild. In so doing it extends the range and scope of their repertoire. Th is is 

a very diff erent process from students being encouraged to follow predetermined 

rules of a genre or grammatical 

patterns. Instead it starts with the 

premise that the use of language 

is about having something to say, 

about creating meaning, and that 

the process of writing is about 

moulding ideas and experience 

into communicable form. In this 

way the relationship between 

reading and writing becomes 

vital (for fuller discussion of this 

principle, see Barrs 2003 and 

Marshall 2004a).
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CONCLUSION
Both of the above instances are quite formal examples of how this might be achieved, 

but simpler discussions can start useful trains of thought. For example, starting a 

scheme on horror writing by asking students what frightens them is a more informal 

way of achieving a similar end. Each of the lessons examined above, however, 

illustrates ways in which students can be encouraged through structured, carefully 

sequenced activities to engage with questions of quality, both critically and creatively. 

Th ey show how students can be asked to work through their ideas on what makes for 

a quality performance, apply that understanding and further refi ne it through peer-

assessment. In this way, sharing the criteria with the learners becomes less about 

teachers stating objectives on the board and more about students being apprenticed 

into the guild.

7. SELF- AND PEER-ASSESSMENT

S
elf-assessment and peer-assessment is vital to the apprenticing process. Th e 

potency of peer- and self-assessment in improving achievement in English has 

long been recognised. In Australia, peer-assessment is repeatedly advocated in 

state and national publications on assessment practices as an opportunity for students 

to learn from each other. For instance, an article from the University of Queensland’s 

Teaching and Developmental Institute (TEDI) explains:

The process of analysing a classmate’s work gives students a deeper 

understanding of the topic and assessment criteria and can help students 

improve their own work. Self and peer assessment strategies can foster 

students’ understanding of learning processes with real-life performance as 

opposed to displaying inert knowledge. They can also enhance the reflective 

skills of students, and reviewing the work of other students through criterion 

based reference evaluation promotes constructive feedback. (TEDI 2012)

As we outlined in section 4, on principles of learning, a collaborative model by which 

students discuss their work – both the ideas and text – with writing partners is an 

important aid to progression. Reading the work of their peers provides students with 

a similar kind of opportunity to that which teachers have in standardisation meetings. 

It helps them, through exemplifi cation, to engage with what work at a particular level 

or grade looks like (the ‘construct’) and also enables them to see how a piece of work 

might be approached, and so understand issues of quality (see section 4). 
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To begin with, the teacher has created a safe environment in which students feel 

comfortable having others read their work. Collaboration and the sharing of practice 

have become the norm. Some teachers encourage this by allowing their own 

performance to be critiqued, as in the example of the Year 8 pre-twentieth-century 

poetry lesson discussed earlier. It is clear, too, that the class teacher has modelled 

good feedback herself, both in the way she has talked with the class and through her 

own written comments. And, as with everything else, students need to see examples 

of good practice to be able to know what to do. Th e student’s own understanding of 

the text is also evident in the comments. Th is does not occur without giving students 

time to think and talk about the play.

Finally, through the comments, it is possible to see how this student has engaged with 

the complexity and layering of criteria in this assignment, showing an understanding 

of what makes for a quality piece of work. Th ese include the need for quotation (3), 

description (5), vocabulary (4), clarity (3), avoiding, on this occasion, repetition (2), 

empathy (3 and 6), explanation (7), imaginative engagement (8 and 9), coherent 

structure (10) – the list could go on. Any oversimplifi cation of the criteria (see Sadler 

1989) would have diminished the quality of this response. Th e student who received 

the comments would have been in little doubt about what he/she did well and what 

he/she needed to do to improve. 

Year 10 example of peer-assessment (points not numbered in original)

1.  Lots of points blended together. It gets 

confusing without any [sic]

6.  Too brief – ‘Mercutio wants to fi ght’ …‘then 

they were fi ghting’. You need more info and 

emotions in between what causes them to fi ght – do 

they threaten each other fi rst?

2.  Th is sentence doesn’t work well. You 

can’t use two becauses in a sentence. Too 

many ands.

7.  Good explanations and emotions.

3.  Bit vague. Mercutio doesn’t just die; 

he suff ered. Maybe add some quotes from 

Mercutio.

8.  Good thoughts and opinions from Romeo on the 

situation.

4.  Good choice [sic] of words. Th ey are 

good to describe Romeo’s feelings.

9.  I like this bit when he says ‘it was over’. You 

could maybe add fi nally info to describe how glad he 

is for it to be over.

5.  More descriptive bits for Tybalt’s death, 

not just he fell over dead.

10.  Lots of good points. Everything is included. 

Try to space out all of the events instead of blending 

them all together. Th is makes it a bit confusing to 

read. Second half a lot better than the fi rst half.
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