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INVESTIGATIVE WORK AND THE OUTDOOR CLASSROOM
If geography is about ‘making sense of the world’ then fi eldwork is a vital part of the 
curriculum because the subject claims to help students understand and engage with 
the ‘real world’. There are many signifi cant opportunities for formative assessment to 
take place in the fi eld, partly because of the nature of the activities, which are often 
collaborative, open-ended and demand much peer support.

USING ICT
Information and communication technology (ICT) already plays a large part in 
geography teaching and there are many good resources available, such as simulations 
of geography processes, data logging equipment and webquests. School intranets 
can be used creatively to enhance formative assessment – for example, selective 
use of specifi c animations or ‘learning objects’ can be supportive, as can annotated 
authentic pieces of students’ work, portfolios, images, etc. But perhaps the most 
challenging and rewarding aspect is the way Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
software has changed the rules in so far as much of the routine geographic analysis 
and presentation is concerned. Drawing sketch maps and diagrams may still be a 
useful skill, but GIS provides students with a tool to represent, discuss and analyse 
data quickly and provisionally so they can ask questions 
and speculate about patterns. This provides many 
assessment for learning opportunities through teacher 
questioning and feedback or peer discussion.

In short, what we are saying here is that it is axiomatic 
for good geography to provide access to rich and varied 
resources as well as opportunities 
for inquiry in the ‘real world’, 
and to realise the full potential 
of technologies to aid data 
handling, processing and 
communication. Formative 
assessment strategies in 
geography should allow for 
this and be shaped by these 
curriculum priorities. In other 
words, formative assessment is 
focused on learning goals.
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7.  IMPROVING QUESTIONING AND DIALOGUE IN 
GEOGRAPHY CLASSROOMS

O
ur defi nition of formative assessment focuses on feedback. Formative 
assessment helps learning because it provides information to be used by 
teachers, and by students in assessing themselves, to modify the teaching and 

learning activities in which they are engaged. For feedback to be effective it needs to 
arise from learning experiences that provide rich evidence so that judgements about 
the next step in learning can be made. There are a number of ways in which this can 
be achieved, but the essential ingredients are:

• challenging activities that promote thinking and discussion
• rich questions
• strategies to support all learners in revealing their ideas
• opportunity for peer discussion about ideas
• group or whole-class discussions which encourage open dialogue.

An example of rubrics for formative assessment of a group task

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT FAIR VERY GOOD

QUALITY OF 
WORK

Many of the required 
items are not included. 
Work for a group project 
usually needs to be 
checked/redone by others 
to ensure quality. 

Some required items 
are included. Data is 
incomplete. 

All required items 
are present. Clear 
and appropriate 
representation of data. A 
table and graph included.

TIME 
MANAGEMENT

Has problems with 
deadlines. The group 
has to adjust deadlines 
because of this person’s 
inadequate time 
management.

Tends to delay work, but 
always gets things done 
by the deadlines. Group 
does not have to adjust 
deadlines or programmes 
because of this person’s 
delay. 

Early or punctual 
submission. Usually uses 
time well throughout the 
project. Group does not 
have to adjust deadlines 
or work responsibilities 
because of this person.

WORKING 
WITH OTHERS

Cooperative learning 
not observed. Needs to 
listen to, shares with, and 
support the efforts of 
others. 

Often listens to, shares 
with, and supports the 
efforts of others, but 
sometimes needs to 
improve as a good team 
member. 

Cooperative learning 
observed in group. 
Almost always listens, 
shares, and supports the 
efforts of others. Tries to 
keep people working well 
together. 
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A superb source of further guidance on the role of language development and 
dialogue in geography can be found in Margaret Roberts’ Learning Through Enquiry 
(2003).

CHALLENGING ACTIVITIES THAT PROMOTE THINKING AND DISCUSSION
If geography teachers want to fi nd out what students understand in geography, rather 
than just what they know and can recall, then the learners need to be challenged by 
activities that make them think. There are a number of excellent sources for this type 
of activity, such as Leat (1998), Taylor (2004) and articles on the Australian 
Geography Teachers Association (AGTA)-supported Geogspace website (www.
geogspace.edu.au).

In some cases these activities would involve applying the ideas that students already 
have within a new context or from a different viewpoint. In others, they would 
encourage learners to use their current knowledge to make connections, predict 
outcomes, solve problems or appreciate different values and attitudes. The activities 
can take many forms in geography but generally fi t into the following categories.

COMPARING
What is similar and different about … ? (e.g. comparing how people interact with their 
environment in two countries, regions, cities or localities).
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APPENDIX

BACKGROUND TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION, EXCERPTED FROM 
GEOGRAPHY INSIDE THE BLACK BOX (WEEDON & LAMBERT 2006)
The fi ndings on which Geography inside the Black Box is based have their origin in a 
review of research, published in 1998 both as a full article and in summary form as a 
short booklet for teachers (Black & Wiliam 1998a, 1998b). This work established that 
there was strong evidence that formative assessment can raise standards of student 
achievement, but that the assessment practices entailed were not implemented in 
most classrooms. This led the group at King’s College to explore the potential for 
practical improvement by collaborating with a group of teachers willing to take on 
the risks and extra work involved, with support from their schools and their local 
education authorities (LEAs).

The fi rst outcomes, which took over two years to achieve, were that almost all of the 
teachers were positive about the effects of the project for them, and that there were 
signifi cant gains in test performance for the classes involved. The overall fi ndings 
were summarised in a second short booklet for teachers (Black et al. 2002), and have 
been reported at length both in a book (Black et al. 2003) and in many papers in 
professional and research journals.

Following that project, members of the King’s College 
team have made numerous contributions to teachers’ 
conferences and to school and LEA in-service training. 
The development of formative assessment has been made 
a signifi cant component of the DfES Secondary Strategy 
(DfES 2004), work towards which the King’s College 
team made direct contributions.

Geography inside the Black Box draws upon the experiences of the King’s group 
and also the Assessment and Examinations Working Group (AEWG) of the 
Geographical Association. This group, comprising geography teachers, advisers 
and teacher trainers, has researched assessment and published books and papers in 
both professional and academic journals for over twenty years. They are responsible 
for the Assessment Matters column in Teaching Geography. Since 1998 they have 
increasingly focused on using formative assessment effectively in the classroom. 
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