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Formative assessment
What is formative assessment?

activities”.

TeachUP (Teacher UpSkilling) is a European
policy experimentation coordinated by European
Schoolnet (2017 – 2020). The project developed
four MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses)
directed to the professional development of
teachers and student teachers. The first course
is entirely dedicated to the topic of formative
assessment and will become publicly available in
10 languages later this year. But how is formative
assessment defined, and what does it mean in
practice?

The OECD (2005) synthesised different approaches
to formative assessment based on international
research (English, French and German language)
and observations of classroom practices across
several OECD countries, and suggested a
framework encompassing:

According to Black & William (2010), formative
assessment is defined as the “activities undertaken
by teachers — and by their students in assessing
themselves — that provide information to be used
as feedback to modify teaching and learning

3. Feedback on student performance and
adaptation of instruction to meet identified needs.

1. Establishment of learning goals and tracking of
individual student progress toward those goals.
2. Use of varied approaches to assess student
understanding

4. Active involvement of students in the learning
process.
5. Use of varied instruction methods to meet diverse

student needs.
6. Establishment of a classroom culture that
encourages interaction and the use of assessment
tools
Finally, formative assessment is an important and
innovative concept because it enables the teacher
to decide how best to help students develop their
learning path.
The importance of feedback

understanding. Moreover, it usually gives teachers
“on the spot” feedback that allows them to adjust
and adapt their teaching according to the students’
needs.
The changing role of the teacher
« The greatest effects on student learning occur
when teachers become learners of their own
teaching and when students become their own
teachers. »

In this video-interview that has been recorded for
the TeachUP MOOC, two researchers who have
focused on the topic - Janet Looney, Director of the
European Institute of Education and Social Policy,
and Kay Livingstone, Professor of Educational
Research Policy and Practice - provide a definition
of formative assessment and explain the difference
between formative and summative assessment.

John Hattie, Director of the Melbourne Education
Research Institute, Visible Learning, 2009.

The main features highlighted by the professors
refer to the fact that formative assessment engages
pupils and teacher into interactive feedbacks. It is
an integral process to learning, and not a separate
measurement of learning. Other important
aspects connected to formative assessment are
the establishment of clear learning objectives and
criteria within a classroom culture, the stimulation
of a reflection on learning (learning to learn), and
the use of a repertoire of methods to allow and
encourage students to take ownership over their
own learning.

The quote also reflects well the changing role of the
teacher – the overarching theme of the TeachUP
course series. Teachers are becoming less important
as a transmitter of knowledge and more important
as a learning coach, helping students understand
their own learning so that they can learn/teach
themselves.

More than just numbers in a grade book, formative
assessment practices change how teachers teach,
how students learn, and how the classroom
functions. Formative assessment is also often referred
to as assessment FOR learning and is different to
summative assessment which is assessment OF
learning (this table based on work of the University
of California details the characteristics of formative
and summative assessment).
Formative assessment is the use of day-to-day,
often informal, assessments to explore students’

John Hattie’s quote above captures the essence
of the TeachUP course perfectly. Formative
assessment is about the teachers, as well as their
students, learning about the impact of teaching on
an individual students’ learning and how to adjust
teaching practices to improve that learning.

Formative assessment requires teachers to
plan for learning rather than plan for teaching,
focusing on creating a dialogue with the students
during the lesson. This dialogue enables students
and teachers to review their learning, identify
gaps in understanding and adjust their teaching
accordingly. Teachers are required to interact with
students on a continuous basis- understand their
learning needs and facilitate learning for students
who need assistance. This is not a simple task, as
not all students learn the same way, some students
will benefit from peer learning activities, others
from individual feedback.

Formative assessment in practice
“As soon as students get a grade, the learning stops.
We may not like it, but the research reviewed here
shows that this is a relatively stable feature of how
human minds work.” ― Dylan William, Embedded
Formative Assessment
Grades are an inherent part of most of our
education systems and are directly linked to the
use of summative assessments. There is little way
around grades for most of us and our students.
However, as exemplified by the quote above, if
we talk about learning, grades are not the most
useful tool.
Javier and Julian, two teachers from the Palencia
region in Spain involved in the TeachUP project
(here their video-interview for the TeachUP
MOOC), recommend their colleagues to take a
step back and offer control to the students when
implementing formative assessment. Their advice is
to watch and listen, be patient and open-minded,
and don’t automatically intervene all the time, thus
allowing for a change in classroom leadership.
However, on the other hand, they also say that
teachers need to be proactive, in order to ensure
that students do not just do what they think the
teacher wants them to do, but rather what the
students truly think is right to do to address the
challenge or question raised. This is indeed a very
challenging balance to achieve, and teachers
need to be supported via training opportunities
such as the TeachUP courses.
However, it is important to be aware that for a
teacher only using selected formative assessment
strategies occasionally is not enough, rather a
clear shift in classroom culture is required which
is student-focused and encourages an honest and
trusting dialogue.

But how can one make sure that students are not
intimidated to answer questions honestly and
make mistakes, or are too shy to give feedback
and collaborate with their peers and the teacher?
Certain conditions can help teachers to create the
right atmosphere in the classroom- one that creates
a safe and supporting environment that in turn will
encourage student to engage in a dialogue with
the teacher and peers.
Indeed, asking the right questions is extremely
important, but we cannot change how teachers
operate in the classroom without changing the
way students learn and operate as well, we need
to activate students to be the driving force of their
own learning. Peer and self-assessment provide
students with such opportunity. According to Dylan
William, a Professor of Educational Assessment at
University College London, when students assess
their own work and the work of their classmates,
everyone benefits from this process. The person who
receives feedback benefits, but also the person who
gives the feedback. By thinking through a task and
what it requires, students are forced to internalize
success criteria for such task. Consequently, when
students give feedback to others about a piece of
work, their own subsequent attempts at the same
type of work are much improved because they are
now much clearer about what a successful piece of
work in the given task looks like.
Self- and peer assessment, if done well, can
accordingly be very powerful formative assessment
strategies. New technologies and digital learning
environments also have the potential to support
fruitful student learning. Assess@Learning, a new
policy experimentation coordinated by European
Schoolnet which focuses on digital formative
assessment, has just started. Stay tuned for more
news!

Personalised
learning
What is personalised learning?
TeachUP (Teacher UpSkilling) is a European
policy experimentation coordinated by European
Schoolnet (2017 – 2020). The project developed
four MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses)
directed to the professional development of
teachers and student teachers. The second course
is entirely dedicated to the topic of personalised
learning and will become publicly available in 10
languages later this year. But how is personalised
learning defined, and what does it mean in
practice?

In this table Barbara Bray and Kathleen McClaskey
(2014) outline the commonalities and differences
between differentiation, personalisation and
individualisation. According to the authors, the
difference between them is the focus. While
‘personalisation’ is learner-centred, the other
two, ‘differentiation’ and ‘individualization’ are
teacher-centred. In personalised learning the
learner is driving their learning. When the learner
takes responsibility for their learning, teaching and
learning changes.

Personalised learning refers to a way of learning
where the learner has greater ownership over their
learning and accordingly can shape the focus
and style of learning to achieve greater learning
outcomes. Research shows that students are
motivated when they feel in control of their learning,
when they learn something that is relevant to their
own lives, and learn when connected with others.

Due to the definitional vagueness and overlaps in
the pedagogical literature, Deed, Cox, Dorman &
al. (2014) argue that personalised learning is rather
a meta-construct, “the defining feature being the
student imprinting their preferences and approach
to learning on the formal educational process”. This
approach can be contrasted with more traditional
teaching approaches with a “one-size-fits all” feel
(Patrick, S., Kennedy, K. & Powell, A, 2013), where
the teacher transmits the knowledge and regulates
use of time, space and learning routines, with little
room for student agency (Deed, Cox, Dorman &
al., 2014).

The aim of personalised learning is “to take account
of students’ differences such as ability, conceptions
of learning, preferred learning styles and strategies,
self-efficacy beliefs and socio-environmental
factors such as language use, culture and social
background” (Conner & Sliwka, 2014).
Personalised learning can be defined as follows:
Teaching and learning are tailored to meet students’
individual interests and aspirations as well as their
learning needs. With personalised learning, the
learner actively participates in the design of their
learning, including learning goals, self-assessment
of progress. (Bray and McClaskey 2013)

Finally, the four elements of the working
definition developed by the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation provide some concrete elements for
the implementation of personalised learning in
the classroom (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
2015; cited in: Hyslop & Mead, 2015):
1. Learner Profiles. Each student has an up-to-date
record of his/her individual strengths, needs,

motivations, and goals.
2. Personal Learning Paths. All students are held to
clear, high expectations, but each student follows
a customized path that responds and adapts
based on his/her individual learning progress,
motivations, and goals.
3. Competency-Based Progression. Each student’s
progress toward clearly defined goals is
continually assessed. A student advances and
earns credit as soon as he/she demonstrates
mastery.
4. Flexible Learning Environments. Student needs
drive the design of the learning environment.
All operational elements—staffing plans, space
utilization, and time allocation—respond and
adapt to support students in achieving their goals.
Personalised learning in practice
“Learning is not the product of teaching. Learning
is the product of the activity of learners.” John Holt
If we want students to learn, teachers need them
to become active and take control of their own
learning. The job of teachers is therefore to help
students develop such agency. In the teaching
context, agency describes the complex interplay
between teacher and student control of the
learning process. More student agency empowers
students to react in a range of possible ways within
a given context or learning space. This increase
in students’ autonomy in how to deal with some
task requirements introduces a new element of
uncertainty for teachers. In response, they need
to develop problem-solving skills and balance
effectively structure with freedom. Hence, teachers
and students are involved in a complex interplay

for the responsibility over the learning process
(Deed, Cox, Dorman & al., 2014).
In order to help students to develop agency and
for them to become more independent and take
more ownership over their learning it is important
to know what their learner profile is and act on that
basis. Such a profile consists of key information
about learner-specific goals related to the learning
objectives, preferences for the kinds of learning
outcomes to achieve or the way the learner favours
to demonstrate competency of an objective.
In the process of building their own learner
profiles, students feel empowered and in control
of their experiences, developing a sense of
agency. Teachers can assist students by asking
reflective questions to the students about positive
and negative learning experiences. This video
from Saint Patrick Regional Secondary School in
Vancouver, Canada, shows an excellent example
of the outcome of such activity.
When implementing personalised learning in the
classroom it is of course also important to consider
assessment processes. Formative assessment, the
practice of assessing for the purpose of developing
learning is not only an important pre-requisite for
personalised learning it is also a key element of
assessment in a personalised learning setting.
Several authors already summarized the main
elements of effective personalised learning in
practice. The definition of (Hyslop & Mead, 2015),
for instance, focuses on the different levels of
personalisation. It includes the following elements:
•Students can experience different content that
engages them by reflecting their interests
•Students can work through content in different

sequences
•Students can progress through content at
different speeds
•Learning is assessed when students are ready
to demonstrate mastery, not just at the end of a
grade or course
Further, McLoughlin and Lee (2008; cited in
Scott: 2015) provided a definition that focuses on
concrete competencies, strategies and methods,
that are likely to be elements of personalised
learning:

•strong sense of community within the class as a
whole
•students’ right to access learning experiences
that enable them to progress according to their
level of ability
•opportunities for students to make decisions
about the direction of their learning
•content that addresses their personal learning
needs based on their interests, parental input,
and teacher observation as well as assessment
data

•digital competencies focusing on individual
creativity and performance

•students managing their own work calendars
and daily schedules

•strategies for meta-learning, including learnerdesigned learning

•students using personal learning devices

•inductive and creative modes of reasoning and
problem-solving
•learner-driven content creation and collaborative
knowledge building
•horizontal (peer-to-peer) learning
•social tagging
•collaborative editing
•peer review
Finally, the definition of Patrick, Kennedy & Powell
(2013) focuses on the following opportunities for
students that effective personalised learning should
provide:
•relationship between the teacher and the student

Considering all the suggested elements of
personalised learning, it becomes evident, that their
implementation is a challenging task for teachers.
Therefore, Sota & Mahon (2016) recommended
teachers to “start small”, with personalising
learning with a single lesson or unit and later on
adding more elements of personalised learning
gradually. This approach keeps change-making
manageable, and enables teachers and schools
staff to more easily evaluate the effectiveness
of those changes. (Sota & Mahon, 2016).
Finally, Praina, Coxa & et. al. (2013) viewed
personalised learning approaches as necessarily
developmental. Therefore, they require a range
of teacher and learner strategies, experiences
and understandings over an extended timeframe,
leading to eventual student capacity to co-design
their curriculum with their teachers.
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