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“Teachers are eager to use education research, but no one wants 
to wade through dense academic prose. Happily, this book takes 
a different approach and provides the ‘human voice’ of leading 

education thinkers on key issues, and shares their insights in ways 
that teachers will find relevant to their practice.”

Benjamin Riley, executive director of Deans for Impact

“The pairings of interviewees are brilliant and, through answering 
teachers’ questions in a discursive style, each chapter provides a 

fascinating insight that is often absent from formal papers. Wiliam 
and Christodoulou, Lemov and Robinson, Weinstein and Kirschner 
and all the others explore the territory of their expert fields in a way 
that will encourage all teachers and schools leaders at every career 

stage to engage with contemporary research and reflect on their own 
practice at a deep level. A great idea, executed brilliantly.” 

Tom Sherrington, author, consultant, trainer, former Principal

“If you are a teacher or school leader, imagine having the opportunity 
to ask questions about what could work in your classroom, to 

some leading researchers and practitioners, based on their critical 
engagement with research? Carl and Robin have pulled all that 

together for you in one book. Engagement with research and evidence 
is the only thing that can protect teachers from fads and trends, the 

myths of education. This book demonstrates how you can do that, and 
reduce your workload at the same time.”

George Gilchrist, board member, Scottish Parent Teacher Council, 
former Principal
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“I read a great many education books. I love the ones that ask the 
right questions to make me think and challenge my own views. 
BINGO! Without doubt this book focuses on the questions that 

we all need to answer; anyone that can influence practice in their 
school must read this. Quite simply this book will be a big driver to 

improving my school and I will never become a victim of the Abilene 
paradox again.”

Vic Goddard, Principal of Passmores Academy

“This book is marvelous. It’s all too easy for those of us fascinated 
by thinking, emotion, and motivation to get caught up in lovely 
theories about these processes. What Does It Look Like in the 

Classroom? brings us back to reality to focus on the classroom utility 
of education research, and offers practical applications for teachers 

and administrators.”

Daniel T. Willingham, University of Virginia
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FOREWORD

By Dylan Wiliam; Author, Consultant, Professor 
Emeritus at UCL Institute of Education

In 1999, Paul Black and I were working with a group of math and science 
teachers. We had just completed a major review of the research on the impact 
of assessment on learning, and we had published our findings in a rather dense 
65-page academic journal article.1  However, since we thought our findings would 
be of interest to practitioners and policy-makers, we also wrote a more accessible 
summary of our research, and its implications, which was published in Phi Delta 
Kappan magazine.2 

One of the most surprising findings of our review, which we were sharing with 
the teachers, related to research on feedback. A particularly comprehensive review 
of feedback in schools, colleges and workplaces by two American psychologists—
Avraham Kluger and Angelo DeNisi—had found that while feedback was often 
helpful in improving achievement, in 38% of the well-designed studies they had 
found, feedback actually lowered performance.3 In other words, in almost two out 
of every five cases, the participants in the research studies would have performed 
better if the feedback had not been given at all.

In trying to makes sense of their findings, Kluger and DeNisi suggested 
that feedback was less effective when it was focused on the individual (what 
psychologists call “ego-involving”) and more effective when it was focused on 
the task in which the students were engaged (“task-involving”). We therefore 
suggested to the teachers that to make their feedback to students more effective, 
they should give task-involving rather than ego-involving feedback.
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Most of the teachers seemed to find this advice useful, but one teacher, after some 
thought, asked, “So does this mean I should not say ‘well done’ to a student?” Paul 
and I looked at each other, and realized that we didn’t know the answer to the 
question. We knew, from the work of a number of researchers, that in the longer 
term, praise for effort would be more likely to be successful than praise for ability. 
However, without knowing more about the relationship between the teacher and 
the student, about the context of the work, and a whole host of other factors, we 
could not be sure whether “Well done” would be task-involving or ego-involving 
feedback.

What is ironic in all this, is that we had failed to take the advice we had given 
teachers a year earlier in the Phi Delta Kappan article, where we said, What is the 
need for change?

if the substantial rewards promised by the research evidence 
are to be secured, each teacher must find his or her own ways of 
incorporating the lessons and ideas set out above into his or her 
own patterns of classroom work and into the cultural norms and 
expectations of a particular school community. (p. 146)

The important point here is that the standard model of research dissemination, 
where researchers discover things, and then tell teachers about their findings, 
so that teachers can then implement them in their own classrooms, simply 
cannot work. As Carl Hendrick and Robin McPherson point out in this book, 
classrooms are too complex for the results of research studies to be implemented 
as a series of instructions to be followed. Rather, the work that teachers do in 
finding out how to apply insights from research in their own classrooms is a 
process of creating new knowledge, albeit of a distinct, and local kind. This is 
why this book is so unusual and important. It is not an instruction manual on 
how to do “evidence-based teaching” (whatever that might mean). It is, instead, 
an invitation to every educator to reflect on some of the most important issues 
in education in general—and teaching in particular—and to think about how 
educational research might be used as a guide for careful thinking about, and 
exploration of, practice.

A second unusual—and welcome—feature of this book is the way it was put 
together. Carl and Robin started by identifying a number of issues that are 
relevant to every teacher—student discipline and behavior, motivation, grading,  
classroom practice, reading, inclusion, memory, technology and so on. At this 
point, most authors would have written advice for teachers on these issues, but 
of course, the danger with such an approach is that it reflects the concerns of the 
authors, rather than of the potential reader—what philosopher Karl Popper 
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described as “unwanted answers to unasked questions.” 4

Instead, in a novel twist, Carl and Robin decided to ask practicing teachers what 
were for them the most important questions in each of the areas. Then, again 
counter to what most writers would have done, they posed the questions to both 
academic experts and those with expertise in classroom practice. The result is a 
marvelous combination of insights into teaching that are both authoritative and 
immediately relevant to classroom practice.

If you have read the previous volumes in the “Dylan Wiliam Center Collection” —
Craig Barton’s How I Wish I’d Taught Maths and Tom Sherrington’s The Learning 
Rainforest—you will know that our aim has been to bring to North American 
readers the very best of authoritative writing on education from around the 
world. While the questions that were posed by the teachers that Carl and Robin 
worked with may appear to be focused on issues that are of particular concern to 
teachers in England, the extraordinary range of expertise of those responding to 
these questions means that the answers are relevant to every American educator. 
The very best writing on educational research, in an accessible form—solutions 
you can trust.

 Dylan Wiliam

March 2019

1 Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Assessment and classroom learning. Assessment in Education: 
Principles, Policy and Practice, 5(1), 7-74. 

2 Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Inside the black box: Raising standards through classroom 
assessment. Phi Delta Kappan, 80(2), 139-148. 

3 Kluger, A. N., & DeNisi, A. (1996). The effects of feedback interventions on performance: a 
historical review, a meta-analysis, and a preliminary feedback intervention theory. Psychological 
Bulletin, 119(2), 254-284. 

4 Popper, K. (1992 p. 41). Unended quest: An intellectual biography. London, UK: Routledge. 
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to Dr Joanna Seldon, an inspirational teacher and 
author, and our valued colleague and friend. 
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Karen is late for period 1. In addition to her weekly workload of teaching, 
grading and planning she has spent the last week reading research on what she 
believes will motivate her students to reach their potential and has planned a 
set of activities to shift her class from having a ‘fixed’ mindset to adopting the 
more desirable ‘growth’ mindset. The lesson includes watching a video about 
the plasticity of the brain, group discussions on where the students had failed 
in their lives and what lessons could be learned. Karen has been dedicating 
ten minutes a week to similar tasks over the year and the students have been 
engaged and receptive, and yet she has noticed a fundamental problem: none of 
this appears to have made any noticeable difference in their attitude to learning 
or grades. 

What Karen is experiencing is a common problem facing many classroom 
teachers today brought about by an often gaping chasm between research and 
practice. We have learned more about how students learn in the past 30 years 
than in the previous 300 yet we still struggle how to translate that research into 
practical use in the classroom. We know for example that the limitations of 
working memory can negatively impact student learning on a range of levels 
from behavior to basic misconceptions, but what practical use is that when 
you’re facing a tricky group of teenagers last period on a Friday? 

In their book Inside/Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge, Marilyn 
Cochran Smith and Susan L. Lytle outline a fundamental problem with our 
profession, namely that there has been an outside-in model of knowledge 
creation about what effective teaching is and a top-down model of school 
improvement. Teachers, they claim, have effectively been passive participants 
in the process of what constitutes good practice, and in research terms have 
traditionally been mere ‘objects of study’:

The primary knowledge source for the improvement of practice is research on 
classroom phenomenon that can be observed. This research has a perspective 
that is ‘outside-in’; in other words, it has been conducted almost exclusively 
by university based researchers who are outside of the day-to-day practice of 
schooling.1

1.  Cochran Smith, M. and Lytle, Susan, L. (1992) Inside/Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge, 
Teachers College Press, p.6
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In a very real sense, teachers have been given answers to questions they didn’t 
ask and solutions to problems that never existed. For example, planning lesson 
content to match the individual ‘learning style’ of students is an undertaking 
that has now been proved to have been a waste of time trying to solve and a sad 
indictment of how much time and energy has been expended on approaches 
with little to no evidence to support them. Much research in education is 
often published in obscure journals, inaccessible to classroom teachers using 
obtuse and unnecessarily complex language. As Orwell reminds us, ‘there are 
some ideas so wrong that only a very intelligent person could believe in them.’ 
For education research to have an impact where it matters most, it should be 
accessible, relevant and above all, practicable. 

Even where there has been good evidence, a key problem has been 
implementation of that evidence. This usually manifests itself in a kind of 
Chinese whispers effect where researchers produce high quality research but 
by the time it filters down to the classroom, it’s a pale imitation of its original 
form, devoid of any practical use. As we shall see in chapter 1, a good example 
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of this is the way in which Dylan Wiliam’s work on formative assessment was 
often implemented in a way that had very little impact on student achievement 
and a huge impact on teacher workload. 

Another issue is the fact that research can only tell you what has worked in 
the past, not necessarily what will work in the future. Bernard Loomis notes 
that, ‘the trouble with research is it tells you what people were thinking about 
yesterday, not tomorrow. It’s like driving a car using a rearview mirror.’ 
Just because a particular intervention proved to be effective with a group of 
undergraduate psychology students in California, it doesn’t mean the same 
approach will work with a group of eight-year-olds on a cold November 
morning in Liverpool. However, what we are finding out is that children are 
often more similar than they are different in how they learn, retain and use 
knowledge and what we are now beginning to gather is a series of ‘best bets’ 
about effective practice in the classroom. These ‘best bets’ should be part of 
the arsenal of every teacher in how they plan effective teaching so that they can 
adapt and refine their practice according to the needs of their students. Many 
labour under the misconception that education research is merely the latest set 
of stone tablets telling teachers how to teach but when used judiciously, effective 
research is a form of liberation which gives teachers a richer vocabulary with 
which to navigate the complex language of the classroom. 

It is a travesty that despite millions being spent every year on expensive 
professional development, many classroom teachers still have very little agency 
over what happens in their own classrooms, often at the whim of whatever fad 
or new initiative is currently in vogue. This is compounded by the fact that a lot 
of education research has come from the fields of sociology and anthropology 
with very little practical use for the classroom teachers. However, things are 
changing, and we are starting to see somewhat of a groundswell of support for 
the use of good quality evidence in the classroom at both local and national 
levels where many of the hard-won insights have very real implications for 
teachers like Karen who want to improve their practice but simply don’t know 
how. 

Introduction
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THE PURPOSE 
OF THIS BOOK

We started with the idea of writing a book ourselves about bridging the gap, but 
hesitated. If the purpose was to get classroom teachers to engage with research 
in a meaningful way, why not get them to ask questions directly? Rather 
than us writing several chapters on what we think, why not link up teachers 
like Karen with people who really know the research in a given area? This is 
where being part of a teaching school partnership came in useful. We work 
with three strategic partners: the IoE University of Reading; the IoE London; 
and the Wokingham Federation of Schools. There are currently 19 schools in 
the alliance and their diversity is a reasonable reflection of the sector at large, 
covering primary and secondary, faith-based, international, maintained and 
private, and special needs schools. We sent out an appeal to these schools to 
send us questions on the areas covered in the broad chapter headings. These 
came in by individual email, Twitter, and then in bulk from meetings that were 
held by professional learning leads.

We then had to evaluate and aggregate these questions. We had various questions 
all touching on a similar core theme, such as growth mindset or use of mobile 
phones in classes. Other questions were more niche but opened up important 
issues. Most appear exactly as they were asked, but where we have tweaked them 
it was because we thought the question would benefit from being more open, or 
less leading. You will be able to tell that questions come from NQTs as well as 
experienced teachers, and from those who have some understanding of research 
and those who have none. Some of the questions you will like, others you will 
not. We thought it was important to keep the authentic teacher voice, rather 
than substantially changing the line of enquiry or favouring those who already 
know a bit about the evidence base. What we want is for the questions to lead 
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to open discussion and investigation, and we definitely want to avoid this just 
being another echo chamber.

We then put the questions to two experts in each field. The only steer we 
gave them before the interview was that the audience was classroom teachers 
(like Karen) so if they responded with practical examples it would be highly 
beneficial. Each person was interviewed separately and this was deliberate. 
Where they agree on a given issue, you can be fairly sure that the arguments and 
advice are sound. Where they disagree you will see that the evidence either isn’t 
clear-cut, or the issue is yet to be explored fully. You will also notice that some 
questions have only been answered by one person, as the other interviewee 
preferred not to give an answer on a topic in which they did not consider 
themselves to be a leading authority. Suffice to say our respect for these people 
knows no bounds – they are honest and humble enough to wish to avoid posing 
as experts in a domain where they are not. Misleading teachers is the last thing 
that any of us wants to do, especially as a central theme of this book is to set 
teachers in the right direction in their pursuit of strategies that actually work.

We have written a brief intro to each area in order to set out the core issues and 
frame the debate. We have consciously avoided a strictly academic approach 
to our writing and to our referencing. This is because we want research to 
be presented in a way that makes sense for frontline classroom teachers; it is 
definitely not a case of dumbing down. The chapters and the questions within 
them are not intended to be comprehensive, but merely a starting point for 
debate and further enquiry. If teachers sit in their staff room at break-time and 
have a discussion about the answers to a question that they find intriguing then 
we will have fulfilled a key part of our mission statement.

The chapter on independent learning is a little different. This is a strong area 
of focus at the moment and the term is highly problematic. We therefore posed 
the same question to all 18 interviewees and the answers are fascinating. Rather 
than being a nebulous concept, there are themes and principles that emerge 
which can be of real use to teachers. Yet there are also diverging opinions that 
demonstrate the need for careful reflection before schools embark on this as 
an overarching strategy. We hope it is not too contentious to say that we all 
want our pupils to leave school with the capability to be self-sustaining, lifelong 
learners. How to achieve this in a curriculum that builds to a crescendo of life-
changing external examinations is difficult. We hope that what you read in 
chapter 10 gives some food for thought, not least for policy-makers.

The final word goes to professional learning. We believe that there are some 
core principles to great teacher development. Firstly, teachers should have 

The purpose of this book
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some say in what they learn rather than being forced to adopt specific targets 
extracted from a whole-school development plan and nothing more. Autonomy 
is vital if we want truly reflective practitioners with a high level of energy and 
morale. Secondly, good professional learning – like research – should not only 
improve pupil outcomes but also reduce teacher workload. We should be able 
to streamline what we do so that we can actually work more effectively and not 
expend effort on baseless initiatives. What is therefore vital is that professional 
learning informs and improves your practice rather than wasting your time. 
Thirdly, developing any serious skillset takes time and can’t just be achieved 
on a one-day course. To this end, most professional learning is either low-cost 
or free, and works best when it is spread over time and leads to tangible benefit 
for your pupils. This is why we love reading as a form of professional learning, 
be it blogs or books like this. If teachers are going to help steer the nature and 
purpose of research, reading is the way forward. Wouldn’t it be great if, for a 
teacher work day, your Principal took you to a good library?

With this book you don’t need to read every line, or even follow it sequentially. 
Dip in and out as you see fit, cover the areas you are really interested in knowing 
more about, and then follow it up with the suggestions for wider reading. 
Teaching is the best profession in the world and has given us a huge amount 
of satisfaction. This book is, we hope, a useful contribution to the work of our 
fellow travelers. We hope you find it stimulating, practical, and energizing. 

In order to view this proof accurately, the Overprint Preview Option must be 
set to Always in Acrobat Professional or Adobe Reader. Please contact your                               

Customer Service Representative if you have questions about finding this option.

Job Name: -- /421163t

©
2019 by Learning Sciences International. All rights reserved.



Assessment, Grading & Feedback

2323

GRADING

In order to view this proof accurately, the Overprint Preview Option must be 
set to Always in Acrobat Professional or Adobe Reader. Please contact your                               

Customer Service Representative if you have questions about finding this option.

Job Name: -- /421163t

©
2019 by Learning Sciences International. All rights reserved.



What does this look like in the classroom?

24

‘Judgment does not come suddenly; the proceedings gradually 
merge into the judgment’ 

Franz Kafka, The Trial

When Dylan Wiliam and Paul Black wrote their seminal work on assessment, 
Inside the Black Box in 1998, they could have had no idea that their work would 
later be mangled into a set of approaches that featured compulsory copying-
down of learning objectives, an obsessive collection of data in the form of 
summative grades and students simply knowing what level they were working 
at without knowing what that actually meant. At its core, formative assessment 
stressed the need for assessment to be something that teachers and students 
respond to in order to reflect and adapt their practice but in all too many 
cases, the ‘assessment’ in AFL became more about collecting data than 
improving learning outcomes. Indeed, Wiliam would later say that he should 
have used the term ‘responsive teaching’ rather than formative assessment.

A key problem with what assessment had become was the way in which 
it represented a final judgement as opposed to an opportunity to respond 
and improve. The fetish for collecting data in the form of individual grades 
(including sub-levels) was contrary to what Wiliam and Black originally 
envisioned. Later, Wiliam would reflect on this misappropriation and note that 
his original work had recommended that:
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feedback during learning be in the form of comments rather than grades, and 
many teachers took this to heart. Unfortunately, in many cases, the feedback 
was not particularly helpful. Typically, the feedback would focus on what 
was deficient about the work submitted which the students were not able to 
resubmit, rather than on what to do to improve their future learning. In such 
situations, feedback is rather like the scene in the rearview mirror rather than 
through the windshield. Or as Douglas Reeves once memorably observed, it’s 
like the difference between having a medical and a postmortem.2

Like many initiatives in education, a key issue is in scaling up anything that 
looks promising and in this regard, policy-makers have often conflated the 
potential benefits of formative assessment with the more easily attainable 
summative assessment as Daisy Christodoulou points out:

When government get their hands on anything involving the word 
‘assessment’, they want it to be about high stakes monitoring and tracking, 
not low stakes diagnostics. That is, the involvement of government in AfL 
meant that assessment in AfL went from being formative to being summative: 
no longer assessment for learning but assessment of learning.3

A central problem in the area of assessment in the classroom has been in 
the way that teachers often confuse grading and feedback. As Wiliam points 
out in our discussion, there is an extraordinary amount of energy expended by 
teachers on grading and often very little to show for it in the way of student 
benefit. A set of marked books is traditionally seen as an effective proxy for 
good teaching but there is a lot of evidence to say that this might not be the 
case. Certainly students need to know where they make misconceptions or 
spelling errors and this also provides a useful diagnostic for teachers to inform 
what they will teach next, but the written comments at the end of a piece of 
work are often both the most time-consuming and also the most ineffective. 
For example, taking the following typical comments on a GCSE (The required 
British high school graduation exam)  English essay:

·  Try to phrase your analysis of language using more sophisticated vocabulary
and phrasing.

·  Try to expand on your points with more complex analysis of Macbeth’s
character.

2. Wiliam, D. (2011) Embedded Formative Assessment, Solution Tree Press, p.120
3. Christodoulou, D. (2017) Making Good Progress?, OUP, p.21
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This is a good example of Reeve’s ‘postmortem’-style grading. What is more 
useful to the student here: receiving feedback like that or actually seeing 
sophisticated vocabulary, phrasing and analysis in action? It’s very difficult to 
be excellent if you don’t know what excellent looks like. Instead of spending 
large amounts of time writing comments like these (over and over again) it 
may well be a better use of time to get students to evaluate the best three pieces 
of work produced by their peers and to critically evaluate the specifics of that 
successful writing, comparing it with their own and refining their own practice 
accordingly. As Dylan Wiliam reminds us, feedback should be more work for 
the recipient than the donor.

Often, teachers give both a grade and comments like those above to students, 
hoping that they somehow improve by the time their next piece of writing 
comes around a week later and then berate the student when, lo and behold, 
they make the same mistakes again. Perhaps part of the problem here is that we 
have very low expectations of what students are willing to do in response to a 
piece of work and do not afford them the opportunity to engage in the kind of 
tasks that might really improve their learning.

One of the more surprising things in many studies of feedback is not only that a 
lot of it has no impact, but that sometimes it can actually do damage. This can 
occur when feedback is given with too much frequency creating students who 
become too dependent on their teacher:

Feedback that is given too frequently can lead learners to overly depend on 
it as an aid during practice, a reliance that is no longer afforded during later 
assessments of long term learning when feedback is removed.4

Lastly, an additional point to consider is that for many students, feedback is 
unwanted. If you have already decided that you are simply not good at math, 
then why would you want to hear any more on the matter? Here is where the 
contextual factors around feedback are so important; students will only act 
on feedback if they believe they can get better and so motivating students to 
believe in improvement itself becomes a key part of the challenge. As we will 
see later on in chapter 5, motivation is an extremely complex dynamic where if 
students get a sniff that you are trying to ‘motivate’ them, they will often switch 
off. It may motivate a student more to walk them through how to complete an 
equation step by step and for them to bask in the glory of that achievement, 
however small, than to try to motivate them by talking about effort or belief. 
In this way, preparing the fertile seedbed of feedback, and more importantly 

4. Soderstrom, N. and Bjork, R. (2015) Learning Versus Performance, p.23 
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a response to feedback, is about a lot more than grading books and assigning 
points.

The questions we received from teachers largely reflected many of the issues 
outlined above in terms of how to give effective feedback in the classroom but 
also featured questions about larger issues such as the use of value-added data 
and the ways in which Assessment for Learning has been misunderstood and 
misused in schools. Answering these questions is the world’s foremost expert 
in assessment, Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus Professor of Educational Assessment at 
University College London and the grand-architect of Assessment for Learning, 
along with Daisy Christodoulou, director of education at No More Marking and 
author of Seven Myths about Education and Making Good Progress? The future 
of Assessment for Learning. 
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Q    What are the most effective ways of getting students to engage with and 
learn from feedback?

   Dylan: I would say that the most important thing is to make the way 
students respond to feedback a direct task rather than just presenting 
feedback. So the way I describe it is to make feedback into detective 
work. For example, rather than saying to students, ‘If you swap these two 
paragraphs around the story would be better,’ you could say, ‘I think it 
would be better if two of these paragraphs were reversed. Find out which 
two you think I’m talking about.’

So I think the important point is firstly, you have to give students a 
completable task in order to take the feedback on board and the second 
thing is you have to make them do it in front of you. I would say as a 
general principle, don’t ever give feedback to students unless you make 
the time (the next time they are in the classroom with you) for them to 
respond to that feedback. After all, if it’s important enough for you to give 
one-to-one advice to students, it’s important enough to take lesson time 
to respond. 

   Daisy: I think that for students to engage with feedback and learn from 
it, it needs to be understandable. They have to understand what the 
feedback is and that might sound really obvious, but I think a lot of 
feedback is really hard for people to understand. My favorite example 
is one from Dylan Wiliam: where he once had a pupil who got feedback 
on their science project that said, ‘You need to be more systematic,’ and 
Dylan asked the pupil ‘What does that mean to you?’ and the pupil said, 
‘If I had known how to be more systematic, I would have been so in the 
first place.’

As Dylan went on to say, that’s the equivalent of telling an unsuccessful 
comedian that in order to be better he needs to tell funnier jokes. So 
it’s true, but is it helpful? There’s not actually much you can learn from 
that. One thing is you need to frame the feedback in such a way that it 
is something that people can learn from, and in order to do that it has 
to be actionable. There has to be something they can go away and do in 
response to it. I think giving questions as feedback and particularly giving 
multiple choice questions as feedback can be really good because that’s 
something that people can just do straight away.

It needs to be precise, so I think it needs to hone in on a specific thing 
that the people have misunderstood or got wrong and focus in on that. So 
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students need to understand it, they have to be able to take an action in 
response to it, and it has to be precise.

Q    ‘Feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor.’ How
 do you implement that?

Dylan: An example in math would be, rather than ticking 15 answers 
as correct and putting a cross beside five others, you could say to the 
student, ‘Five of these are wrong. You find them; you fix them.’ It is about 
getting into the habit of thinking about ‘What concrete task do I want the 
students to engage in?’ I think the important take-away here is that too 
many teachers focus on the purpose of feedback as changing or improving 
the work, whereas the major purpose of feedback should be to improve the 
student. If the feedback isn’t helping the student to do a better task and a 
better job the next time they are doing a similar task, then it is probably 
going to be ineffective. So rather than asking students to do corrections, 
for example, which is in effect asking them to improve the work, I think 
we need to move the focus on improving the student’s performance 
at some point in the future. That’s why I think it is so important that 
feedback is more work for the recipient than the donor.

Daisy: Lots of students make similar mistakes to other people in the 
class and to people who have done the task before, so in a lot of cases 
you can anticipate the kinds of things they’re going to say and therefore 
anticipate the kinds of feedback you should be giving. You can deal with 
lots of things at once, so I think the way for a teacher to cut down on their 
workload is to start to anticipate what’s going to be a typical response and 
how they’re going to respond to that. 

For example, I was in a school the other day and there was a student who 
said, ‘When you climb a mountain, the teacher told me that it gets colder 
on the top of the mountain, but actually it should be warmer. I think it 
should be warmer because you’re getting closer to the sun.’ That’s a classic 
misconception. That child had come up with that themselves, but that 
is a really common misunderstanding, so it says to me that you can be 
identifying some of these really common misconceptions and thinking to 
yourself, ‘What’s the best way of responding to those?’ That’s one way a 
teacher can cut down on the workload, but I think in terms of them sort 
of upping the work or the challenge for their recipients, I think then it’s 
something that goes back to what I said before about the actions. Students 
have got to be able to take some action off the back of the feedback 
they’ve got. Again, the idea of a question or a multiple choice question, 
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or doing a bit of the work, or rewriting something, it’s something that 
the student has to act on and have to think about. In that sense, probably 
the worst kind of feedback, I think, is when you get a written comment 
because written comments are way more work for the donors than for 
the recipients, because they take forever to write out written comments 
in each book, and yet students often just look at them and then look away 
and don’t do anything in response.

Q    It is said that feedback is more effective when students ‘own’ it. What
does this mean exactly and how is it achieved? 

   Dylan: I think at the outset, it’s important to say that we know very little 
about effective feedback. There are lots of people who say feedback is the 
most effective intervention there is, and people often quote an effect size 
of 0.8 but I don’t think those things are realistic and they also ignore 
the studies that show considerable negative effects of feedback as well. 
And of course these effects may not be random. Even if feedback does, 
on average, improve achievement, without a better understanding of 
feedback, we may end up systematically giving students more of the kinds 
of feedback that has a negative effect on learning. More feedback could 
actually make learning worse.

Ideally, owning feedback would come from the students seeking feedback. 
If the students don’t have a desire to improve, feedback is unwanted. 
If you think you can’t get any better at something then all you want to 
know is whether you’re good at it, and so feedback that shows you’re not 
as good as you thought you were is unwelcome. People often call this a 
growth mindset but it is actually incorrect to describe it as that because 
the work of Carol Dweck (who coined the term) is specifically related to 
intelligence, rather than ability or skills. The starting point for effective 
feedback is students wanting to get better at something and seeing the 
feedback as being helpful in directing their improvement. Students really 
own the feedback when they want the improvement.

The problem in all this is that many teachers are giving their students 
feedback on things that the students don’t really want to get better at, or 
think they can’t get better at and that’s why the feedback is unwelcome. 
What we do about this depends on how far back in that process we want 
to go, but recent research by David Yeager and his colleagues in the US 
suggests that one particularly important element is making sure that 
students understand why the feedback is being given. For example, a 
teacher might say, ‘I am giving you this feedback because I think you 
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can get better at this; I think you can do this.’ David Yeager calls it ‘wise 
feedback’. Yeager and his colleagues have shown that when teachers 
explain to students that critical feedback means both that ‘I have high 
standards’ and ‘I think you can achieve these high standards’, students 
had higher achievement at the end of the course and were more likely 
to complete high school. Just one sentence explaining to students why 
feedback was being given made a huge difference to their achievement. 
That’s the really important point – seeing feedback as being part of a 
system of continual improvement and then building on that by showing 
students how acting on the feedback causes improvement. So when 
students realise that when they are given feedback and they act on it and 
get better, then students come to believe that more feedback can lead to 
even more improvement. 

   Daisy: Again, I think people just have to understand what it means and 
what it’s telling you to do. You had this thing back with the APP, the pupil 
criteria, the assessment for the pupil group where they came up with 
pupil-friendly statements, but even the pupil-friendly statements were not 
actually that easy to understand. Even if you’re saying to pupils in order 
to get a level four you need to be able to ‘read between the lines’, what 
does it mean to read between the lines? I don’t think a student can own 
something unless it’s clear to them what it means. I think to give feedback 
that’s clear, they need some understanding of the domain in order to be 
able to understand the feedback.

It has to be very specific, very precise, and making sure that it’s expressed 
in such a way and that it’s dealing with something that the people 
already have some ownership of. That’s why I’d say that questions are a 
good response, or something that is following up very immediately on 
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something that people have just done. It’s something they can act on 
instantly.

Q    Grading is probably the most time-expensive task any teacher can do.
What strategies have you got to speed up the process and make the 
feedback more useful?

Dylan: Yeah you are absolutely right. I once estimated that, if you price 
teachers’ time appropriately, in England we spend about two and a half 
billion pounds a year on feedback and it has almost no effect on student 
achievement. In terms of what we do about this, I would say first of all, 
Principals should lay down clear expectation to parents and say things 
like, ‘We are not going to give detailed feedback on more than 25% of 
what your child does. The reason for that is not because we’re lazy. It’s 
because there are better uses we could make of that time. We could mark 
everything your child does, but that would lead to lower quality teaching 
and then your child will learn less.’ Heads have to establish those cultural 
norms. If a teacher is grading everything your child does, it’s bad 
teaching. It is using time in a way that does not have the greatest benefit 
for students.

I recommend what I call ‘four quarters marking’. I think that teachers 
should mark in detail 25% of what students do, should skim another 25%, 
students should then self-assess about 25% with teachers monitoring the 
quality of that and finally, peer assessment should be the other 25%. It’s a 
sort of balanced diet of different kinds of grading and assessment.

One particular problem with feedback, especially in math and science, 
is that teachers often find it difficult to give good feedback to students 
for the very simple reason that the tasks they gave the students to do did 
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not effectively provide the teacher with any insights into the students’ 
learning. If all you discover in giving students a mathematics exercise is 
that they couldn’t do it, then it’s no wonder that it’s difficult to figure out 
what to say to the student. The reason you aren’t able to give feedback is 
because you didn’t design the task in a way that illuminated aspects of that 
student’s thinking.

What this means is that the starting point for effective feedback is asking 
the right questions in the first place. English teachers never have any 
difficulty in feeding back to students about how their work could be 
improved, because the tasks they set are generally so rich, they almost 
always reveal something about the students’ capabilities. I think we have 
to get into the habit of setting math and science tasks in the same way – 
so that the task elicits evidence of the students’ strengths and weaknesses, 
which then begins a dialogue with the student. Then, of course, it is 
essential to ensure that the students act on feedback in some way. I would 
say, in general terms – and school leaders don’t say this often enough in 
my opinion – I think teachers should be spending twice as much time 
planning teaching as they do grading. However much time you have 
available, spend twice as much time planning teaching as you do grading. 
Then, make grading consequential, and focused on improving the 
student, not improving the work.

Daisy: I think the first thing to recognize is we’ve got into a bit of a 
situation where we think that feedback and grading are the same thing 
and actually they’re not. There’s lots of different ways to give feedback 
that don’t involve grading, and a lot of grading isn’t good feedback, and 
you’re absolutely right, it is probably the most time expensive task. Even 
just to write, ‘Well done, you have done well,’ on 30 sets of books takes an 
awful lot of time.

I think there’s a couple of ways you can cut down on it. One way is actually 
reducing the written comments, and I don’t think you lose much by 
reducing written comments because I think too often they are just in that 
field of ‘You need to be more systematic’ type comments. Often, they’re 
not actually very helpful, so I think cutting down on the written comment 
is a start. There are a few strategies I’m seeing a lot of schools using at 
the moment and if I pick three that I see that are really useful, I think 
one would be whole-class feedback, so instead of the teacher grading 
the books and writing a comment at the bottom of each one, scribbling 
comments all over the essay, the teacher reads the set of books and as 
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they’re reading they take notes on how the whole class have responded. 
Then in the next lesson they respond to the most frequent things that 
came up and maybe then also pick out one pupil’s work, to really praise 
and kind of individualize that, show the whole class, and pick out 
another pupil who they’re going to work with individually if that pupil is 
struggling. I think whole-class feedback where you’re reading the books  
without writing on them but responding to common misconceptions is 
really effective. 

I like also the idea of using VLOOKUPs on Excel and mail merge. They 
can be a little bit time consuming to set up, but once you have you’re able 
to identify particularly the codes that the people are struggling with, and 
immediately. This is a feature on Excel where you can essentially come 
up with some notes and personalized feedback that doesn’t involve you 
writing out the same thing over and over again.

The other thing that I think can work is responses that are questions, 
or multiple choice questions. Again, maybe a little bit similar to the 
VLOOKUP idea, but the idea that you’ve maybe got a bank of say five 
or ten questions, and depending on how people have answered in their 
question, you assign them one of those five questions based on their 
responses. One of those multiple choice questions might be a more 
advanced extension one if they’ve got everything right, and one might be 
targeting a common misconception. That’s something that you can set 
up in advance and reuse and reuse and reuse and it doesn’t involve you 
writing lengthy comments at the bottom of people’s work.

Q    I’ve heard a lot about the power of the testing effect. How can I best
harness it?

   Dylan: The testing effect is powerful and it seems to be fairly robust. 
The main benefit of testing is that you get practice at retrieving things 
from memory, as Robert Bjork has shown. When you retrieve things 
from memory successfully, that improves how well you know something. 
Relearning something or restudying is beneficial, but recalling it 
successfully yourself – ie retrieving it – is more effective than restudying 
it. Practice testing, regular practice testing, is beneficial to learning. The 
problem, of course, is that people think our students are tested enough 
as it is. To get around this, what I suggest is we should do different kinds 
of testing. The idea is that students should do regular tests, once a week 
maybe, certainly once every two weeks, where students are tested on what 
they’ve been learning. Then, the students are given the answers and mark 
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their own work and don’t even tell the teacher unless they want to. The 
best person to mark a test is the person who just took it.

There’s two benefits here. One is the retrieval practice that you get when 
you actually sit down and do the test and the other is a psychological 
phenomenon called the hypercorrection effect. When you find out 
that something you thought was correct is in fact incorrect, the more 
confident you are that you are correct, the bigger the improvement in the 
change to your thinking. As I said, students don’t get any extra benefit 
from testing when a teacher records a score in a mark book. The benefits 
of testing come from retrieval practice and hypercorrection and that’s 
why the best person to mark a test is the person who just took it. So more 
testing and less grading.

Daisy: I think you need to identify the key things you want people 
to remember. What are those key things, and then test people on it 
repeatedly and space out that testing. An example I always give is a unit 
on A Midsummer Night’s Dream. There is a part of the play that is really 
interesting and which is not straightforward, and we do a lot of testing 
on are questions like who loves who, and who is whose father, and who 
is whose lover, and who hates who etc. We do a lot of testing of that in 
our English Mastery unit here at Ark so it’s the idea that in order to get 
them to remember those key things about the plot you keep testing them 
on it. When you repeat the testing, the effects of recalling something 
from memory is to say to pupils ‘Who is Hermia in love with at the start 
of Midsummer Night’s Dream?’ the effect of struggling to remember the 
name Lysander actually helps to solidify that fact in long-term memory. I 
think identifying what are the key things you want them to remember and 
then spacing out that fact across time is really powerful.

I think also there’s a real thing here where pupils can benefit from being 
told about the testing effect, particularly pupils who are coming up for 
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revision, because I think there’s a lot of research that the type of revision 
most people do is they reread the text and highlight it, and often this is 
not effective for revision. So if you tell pupils about the testing effect and 
tell them they need to self-quiz and test themselves, that is really helpful 
as well.

Q    What are the benefits of using value-added data and where does it fall
short when analyzing student progress? 

   Dylan: The trouble with value-added data is most people don’t understand 
how unreliable it is, and I’m using the term unreliable in the technical 
psychometric sense here. Any score, any test result, has a degree of 
unreliability. When you are calculating a value-added score, you’re 
subtracting one unreliable number from another unreliable number 
and so the difference in scores is extremely unreliable – almost random 
at the level of the individual student. So what people don’t like to hear 
but is actually psychometrically, demonstrably true, is that value-added 
measures on individual students are just about useless. They have 
almost no reliability. They’re just basically noise. Progress measures for 
individual students are just not worth having, they’re just a waste of time.

They can be useful at the classroom or school level. If you find that one 
class of 30 students has, over the course of a term, increased their scores 
by 10 marks, and in another class of 30 their scores have improved by 20 
marks on the same test, then this difference is likely to be meaningful. 
The errors tend to cancel out because for each student who got a gain score 
larger than they should have got, there is likely to be another who got a 
smaller gain score than they should have. It seems to me that value-added 
is really not much more useful than the kinds of reports we had with 
RAISEonline. You look at groups of students and see if there is evidence 
of improvement. In fact, I would dispense with value-added at the student 
level entirely, for two reasons: One is because, as I said, it’s unreliable. The 
second is because I think that value-added measures or gain scores can 
send the wrong message. A large gain in achievement over a particular 
period of time would indicate that a student is making good progress, but 
if they are so far behind that they’re not going to be successful at the end 
of the learning sequence, then I think that’s a problem. For this reason, I 
think we should focus on status, not progress. If this means that we need 
to put in three or four times as much work into one student to get them up 
to a level of achievement that most students have already achieved, then 
so be it. I say to teachers, ‘If you’re getting a bell curve of results, you’re 
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not doing your job because the bell curve is what nature gives us. Our 
job, as teachers, is to destroy the bell curve. Make sure that those who 
are struggling to get up to a level that they would be able to participate 
effectively in society get enough support to reach that level.’

That said, I think there is a role for value-added for evaluating schools and 
teachers – my first ever published academic paper was about value-added! 
Using value-added for schools ensures that we account for demographic 
differences in school populations, and within the school, they can be 
useful for looking at the progress of groups of students, but I think at the 
level of individual students, value-added measures are misleading and 
unhelpful.

   Daisy: I think that the benefits of using value-added data are that you get 
an idea of where pupils are arriving. You’ve cleaned out the differences 
between attainment and progress, so you get an idea of where people are 
coming in and what therefore is good for them, and that cuts both ways 
because you might have a pupil who is attaining at a really high level, and 
you think, ‘Oh fantastic, they’re doing brilliantly and I don’t have to worry 
about them,’ but if you look at where their start point was, you realize 
actually they might be not attaining well and that’s not as good as where 
they should be considering where they came in at. 

Similarly, you can look at it in another way. A pupil may not be attaining 
something well, but if you look at where they came in at the start point, 
you see they’ve actually made enormous progress. So I think looking at 
value-added data is really powerful because in a sense it tends to remove 
some of the effects of prior attainment and actually prior attainment is I 
think the biggest influence on a pupil’s attainment, and so value-added 
data helps you to see if you really are adding value or not. 

The weakness of it is that where do you take the data from or what’s your 
start point, and we know that all tests and subjects have got a measure 
of error. The risk is that you’ll have a kid who gets the wrong kind of 
baseline measurement and that can throw out your judgment of whether 
you’re adding value or not. I think the way you can square that circle is 
that value-added is particularly useful at a cohort level. For examples, if 
you look at a cohort of 100 kids and you see that, on average, they came 
in at grade four. If, on average, they leave at a grade of 4.5, you’ve added 
half a grade of value across that cohort. Now within that, some pupils 
have slipped back while some have made really exceptional progress, but 
some of those anomalies around measuring error, if you’re looking at a 
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cohort of 100 say, those measuring errors should be canceled out because 
for every kid who under-performs there is one who cancels that out by 
over-performing. 

So I think that value-added is a really powerful tool. I think it’s probably 
most helpful to look at it at the cohort level and not at the individual level, 
and I think Progress 8 does that. I think the overall progress measures 
that you get when you look at a school Progress 8 I think is quite helpful 
and does tell you a lot of useful information.

Q    In what ways has AFL been used incorrectly in schools and how should
I be using it properly in the classroom? 

   Dylan: I think the confusion really began when David Miliband – the 
Schools Minister at the time – advocated the use of AFL as a way of 
monitoring student achievement. Certainly in secondary schools, AFL 
was reduced to a process of compiling complex spreadsheets that could 
be used to track student progress. Of course, in a way, there’s nothing 
wrong with that. Any well-run organization should be able to monitor 
its progress towards its goals. If you don’t know whether students are 
learning anything, that’s a problem. But the difficulty is that that kind 
of monitoring has a relatively small impact on student achievement. 
The research that Paul Black and I reviewed suggests that the biggest 
improvements in student learning happen when teachers use assessment 
minute-by-minute and day-by-day as part of regular teaching, not as part 
of a process monitoring.

So just to reinforce this point for me, Assessment for Learning does not 
belong in the Ofsted box called Assessment, Recording and Reporting. 
It belongs in the box called Good Teaching. It’s about making sure that 
teachers have good evidence for the decisions they need to make. Teachers 
picking on students at random is still rare and classroom conversations 
are still dominated by the confident, articulate students. There are two 
issues here. One is that many students are not engaged (and therefore 
they’re learning less). The other, and in some ways more serious issue, 
is that teachers are making decisions about what to do next with a class 
based on evidence only from the confident students. I believe that a 
teacher cannot possibly adequately address the learning needs of a diverse 
group of 30 students based on information only from the confident 
handful who are answering teacher’s questions when they raise their 
hands. It’s about getting better quality evidence for teachers’ decisions, it’s 
about feedback that students can use to improve their own learning, it’s 
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about harnessing the power of peer assessment and ultimately, it’s about 
making sure that students become effective, self-regulating learners. As 
soon as teachers can get students managing their own learning, then the 
student can continue to improve even when the teacher isn’t there.

In this regard, I think there’s a lot we can learn from music teachers. 
Music teachers know that in the 20 or 30 minutes that the teacher gets 
with a student every week, progress is going to be very small. In that 
30 minutes, not much improvement is going to happen. If students do 
get better at playing a musical instrument, it is because they have been 
practicing productively at home. That is why music teachers spend a lot 
of time making sure that students know what they need to be doing when 
they’re practicing alone. Math or science teachers tend to think that 
almost all the progress in learning happens in the classroom when they’re 
teaching with homework relegated to a kind of optional extra. I think we 
need to take a leaf out of the music teachers’ book and make sure that 
our students are able to go home and do productive development of their 
own learning when they’re on their own, because they’re self-regulating 
learners. Each of the strategies of formative assessment has a strong 
independent research base. Together, they’re a very powerful framework 
for helping teachers reflect on practice.

Ultimately, it’s a very simple idea. It’s that teachers reflect on two things 
and their inter-relationship: What did I do as a teacher? What did my 
students learn? As long as teachers are reflecting on those two things, 
what did I do, what did my students learn, then they will always be able 
to further their practice.

Daisy: I think there are two ways. Firstly, it became about the form and 
not the substance. It became about ‘Am I using lollipop sticks? Am I using 
mini white boards? Am I using these surface features?’ and it became less 
about specific things like pupils saying, ‘It gets warmer when you climb to 
the top of the mountains because you’re close to the sun.’ What do I, the 
teacher, say when a pupil says that? For me, it became too much about that 
form and not enough about the substance of these real misconceptions, 
these persistent misconceptions that you need to try and address. That’s 
not to say that I’m anti lollipop sticks or mini white boards, I think they’re 
both useful. I just think they’ve got to be based on the underlying content 
of things that people struggle with. They’ve got to be based on how you 
respond to that.

The other way Assessment for Learning went wrong is, I think, too much 
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of it became seen as also being about written feedback and less about 
responsive teaching and I think using this form of teaching is really 
important because when people talk about assessment for learning, 
the minute they hear the word ‘assessment’ they think, ‘I need to write 
something.’ They think formal assessment, whereas what we know 
from all of the research is actually it’s not necessarily the feedback, 
but it’s these ephemeral, real time moments that are happening live in 
the classroom that matter so much in terms of anticipating, avoiding, 
correcting misconceptions, keeping pupils on the right track, making sure 
they’re always understanding what’s happening. Even if you gave written 
feedback after every lesson, which is just not possible, but if you did give 
feedback after every lesson it would still not be as good as responsive 
teaching, which is responding in the class to the issues that are arising in 
the moment. 

Q    How should past papers and exemplars be used most effectively in the
run-up to exams?

   Dylan: Well it should be obvious by now that I think that practice 
testing is useful. Working on past papers is a valuable revision technique, 
particularly if, as with some examination boards, the papers are relatively 
predictable from year to year. The problem with this is that the teacher 
is then under pressure to mark the tests immediately to give the students 
feedback. One way round this is for the teacher to collect in the papers at 
the end of the mock exam, and then, next day, give students back their 
papers, and they work in teams of four to produce the best composite 
response to the exam paper they can. Then, the teacher can lead a whole 
class discussion comparing the answers from different groups to question 
one, question two, question three and so on. This technique gives students 
retrieval practice when they actually do the test, takes advantage of the 
hypercorrection effect when students find out their answers were wrong, 
and also provides an opportunity for peer-tutoring (which, the research 
shows, benefits both those who receive, and those who give, help). It’s also 
less work for the teacher. 

   Daisy: I think that question has the answer within it. Past papers are great 
in the run up to exams, and by the run up to exams I’d say the few weeks 
before. Where I get worried is when you see past papers being used a year, 
two years, and sometimes three or four years before pupils are even going 
to take that exam. Past papers for most formal education should be about 
building the knowledge and experience you need to perform well in that 
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subject. Then when you get close to exams, and by close I mean within a 
few weeks or maybe a couple of months max, then you do need to work 
on the specifics of exam technique and the specifics of that exam and then 
there is a case for teachers giving feedback on their whole performance 
on those past papers, but I think using them too far in advance is 
really counterproductive. Instead the role of the teacher in curriculum 
designing and the textbook should be to break down what people need to 
do in the exam and to teach those component parts instead, rather than 
always focusing on their past papers and on the questions.

Q    How can I know if summative exams are diagnosing individual flaws/
lack of knowledge about individual topics?

Dylan: The basic answer is you can’t. People think that assessments 
take up too much time, therefore people like to believe that large scale 
summative assessments can be useful diagnostically as well as providing 
some kind of summative role. Unfortunately, the evidence is that in most 
areas where we assess students, the inter-correlation between the different 
aspects of the subject is so high that diagnostic scores are basically 
meaningless.

Let me give you an example that illustrates this. In the days when we still 
had formal tests in English, mathematics and science at Key Stage 3, if a 
mathematics department wanted to predict a student’s GCSE grade, they 
would probably look at the score the student got on the Key Stage 3 math 
test. However, it turned out that the average of the three scores a student 
got in English, math and science was a better predictor of their math 
GCSE grade than the math Key Stage 3 score alone. This seems odd, 
perverse even, but because the correlations between the English score, 
the math score and the science score were pretty high, using the average 
of all three scores effectively gives you a test that was three times longer, 
and, therefore, much more reliable. It’s been shown time and time again. 
Nobody believes this but it’s absolutely demonstrably true. If you want 
to predict somebody’s performance on some aspect of performance – for 
example if you want to predict somebody’s ability in biology in a science 
GCSE, the best predictor is their score on a general science test, not just 
their scores on biology questions. That’s why diagnostic assessment just 
doesn’t work. The idea that tests would be useful diagnostically is the 
Holy Grail of psychometrics, but unfortunately, it just doesn’t work. 

Daisy: The difficult thing with summative exams and using them 
diagnostically is that summative exams are not designed to be diagnostic. 
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I think a really important principle of assessment is to always be clear 
about purpose, and the purpose of a summative exam is not to be 
diagnostic. The purpose of a summative exam is to give you a national 
grade on a large amount of knowledge, to give you a way of comparing 
people to their peers nationally on a very broad domain of knowledge, like 
the whole of math or the whole of English. That’s great and that’s valuable 
and we need that, but it is very hard to do that and to be diagnostic 
because in order to be diagnostic you need to be much more precise and 
much more specific and to focus in much more on the individual topic, or 
even the specifics in an individual topic. 

To give you an example, suppose the pupil is struggling to decode text. 
You are not actually going to find that out reliably and effectively from 
a GCSE English language question because the GCSE English language 
question is not designed to find if a pupil can decode reliably or not. It’s 
designed to do a much bigger thing. Similarly with the SATS paper at age 
11, the reading paper is not designed to do that. A pupil might do badly 
on it, but you don’t know why they’re doing badly. Is it because they’re 
not decoding, is it because they didn’t know the words in that particular 
task? So one of the things we’ve done at ARK with our sixth grade pupils 
is at the start of the year we give them a reading test and the pupils who 
get a good mark on that, we follow up with a decoding test. With follow 
up it’s a much more diagnostic test that tells you something much more 
precise and specific about how people are doing. So I think summative 
exams are great for their purpose, but they’re not always great at being 
diagnostic.

Q    I have to plan a six-week scheme of work and am thinking about how to
build in the assessment. How would you go about it?

   Dylan: First of all, if you’re planning a six-week scheme of work, there’s a 
couple of things you should do in terms of general design. The first one 
is distributed practice. Rather than doing one week on one element and 
another week on a second element and so on, it would probably more 
effective, in terms of long-term learning, to break it up. Two days on the 
first element, then two days on the second element, two days on the third 
element, and so on. Then, after two weeks, go back to the first element, 
and do two more days on that, then two more days on the second, etc. The 
important feature is that the practice gets broken up – the content of the 
course gets broken up. The second thing is that the scheme should involve 
a series of cumulative tests. At the end of week one, test them on what 
they were learning in week one. At the end of week two, test them on what 
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they’ve learned over the first two weeks in total (but giving slightly more 
weight to the second week’s content depending on how cumulative the 
subject is). The key idea is that students should be required to accumulate 
knowledge and get regular retrieval practice on everything in the whole 
unit and then at the end of the six weeks, there should be an assessment 
covering everything in the unit. And again, I would recommend having 
the students assess their own work because you don’t really need the 
grades. The learning you’ll get from the students doing the retrieval 
practice and the hypercorrection of that will be more beneficial than you 
actually having some scores to put in a mark book.

   Daisy: The first thing I would do is ask what’s my ultimate end goal? 
What’s the main reason that I want pupils to study this topic? Again, if I 
pick my example of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we could ask, ‘Why do 
I want my pupils to study this?’ Is it just so they can write an essay at the 
end of the unit, or is it because hopefully there’s something that I want 
them to remember about this play or understand about this play in the 
following years at GCSE or even in later life? So first of all, I’ve identified 
my ultimate end goal of why am I doing this, and then I’d think about the 
final assessment. Again, with my Midsummer Night’s Dream example. My 
end goal might be I want pupils to understand more about Shakespeare. 
I want them to know some specific quotations that they can remember, 
that they can use in their GCSE. I want them to totally love Shakespeare 
and that when they encounter Shakespeare later in life they’re able to 
understand it more as a result of what they did here.

You then come down a level and say what’s the final assessment? It could 
be a final assessment with an essay on one of the characters or one of 
the themes in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and then you come down a 
level again and answer what are the sort of building blocks that you need 
to do well on that assessment and towards my end goal? Maybe there’s 
some quotations you need to learn, maybe you need to understand the 
relationship of the characters to each other at different points in the play, 
and with those small building blocks, if you like, are the key things you’ve 
tested throughout the unit of work and then I’d have one big assessment at 
the end of the unit that involves maybe a longer piece of work.

In terms of a final assessment, if you want to give a grade on it, it has to be 
assessing quite a big domain, and the risk I see happen a lot is that people 
award grades off the back of assessments that are quite narrow in their 
domain. The problem there is it’s easy for pupils to get misleading grades, 
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so if they get a high grade on something it might be because they’ve just 
spent six weeks studying it, but that’s not actually a representation I feel of 
how they really are doing on the larger domain, which is ultimately what 
grades of summative assessments tend to do. 
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