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			What is researchED?

			researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing people from all areas of education together onto a level playing field. Speakers include teachers, principals, professor, researchers and policy makers.

			Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia, the USA, with events planned in Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.

		

	
		
			Who are we?

			Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet to an international conference movement that so far has spanned six continents and thirteen countries. We have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we hold unique one-day conferences that bring together teachers, researchers, academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.

		

	
		
			How does it work?

			The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policymakers and edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on the applicability of research or practical obstacles.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			BY TOM BENNETT

			Is there an area of education more over simplified in the minds of non-practitioners than assessment? Teaching embodies the Dunning-Kruger effect in the minds of the laity everywhere. Most people have sat glumly in a classroom, which leads many to an illusory grasp of wisdom in its practice, a syndrome that would worry us more if people felt the same way about flying a plane or keyhole surgery. The non-teacher looks at a matter like assessment and thinks, ‘How hard can that be?’ Instinctively it seems no more complex than checking the student’s responses against a bank of incontrovertibly correct answers and following the mark scheme. Turn the handle and – voila! – out comes the grade like a sausage. 

			Five minutes in a classroom actually trying to do it should be enough to disarm you of this fairy tale. I remember my own clown-car experience of learning to grade essays. Two weeks into my first placement and I was asked by my mentor if I wanted to mark some exam scripts. Boy, did I ever! She handed me a scrap of paper that looked as though a bag of mice had scurried through a pool of ink and across an exercise book. ‘What would you give that one?’ she said, indicating a short response. 

			I looked at the sentence. ‘I have no idea,’ I said. 

			‘Well, is it one mark, two marks, whatever?’

			‘I don’t even know how many marks it’s out of,’ I said.

			‘It’s out of four,’ she replied impatiently. ‘What would you give it?’ I read the question and looked at the answer. 

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘How much detail are they supposed to give?’ 

			‘Look, just give it a mark.’ This seemed quite mad. What on earth was the benchmark for each mark? But I was brand new. 

			‘Er, I’d give it zero,’ I said. 

			‘Why?’

			‘Because the question asks “Why might a Muslim not agree with divorce?” and they’ve written “Because they don’t believe in it.” That’s not really answering the question, is it? Also they spelled every word wrong, including ‘it’, which is quite impressive.’

			‘No,’ she said, sounding annoyed. ‘It’s one mark.’

			‘But why should it get any mark?’ I said.

			‘Because with these kids, you have to look for marks. It’s not just what they write; it’s what you think they mean. He probably means that the Qur’an teaches that it is accepted but not encouraged.’

		  ‘But he didn’t write that. Do we mark them for what they write or what we think they know?’

			‘Look, you just have to accept what I’m telling you,’ she said, closing the matter. ‘Mark these,’ and she passed me a pile of these masterpieces.

			I kid you not: that was my training. I spent the next two hours pretending to mark them. What I ended up doing was marking them against each other, giving the worst answers (of which the example I just gave you wasn’t by any means one) zero, and the best ones full marks (and even with the zeros I was looking for some invisible inky goodness buried inside it, like ghostly treasure).

			It turns out that what I was doing was, in the circumstances, probably the best thing I could have made out of a dire situation. I had never been taught how to mark or assess a piece of work in my formal teacher preparation programme. Like most of what constitutes actual teaching, I was expected to ‘pick it up as I went along’, that old fallback used by Pollyannas everywhere. Looking back, I’m not sure my mentor was taught much about it either. Perhaps her brittle response to my gentle requests for guidance was prompted by the realisation that nobody in that room knew much about marking. 

			What I didn’t realise at the time was that this wasn’t a local problem. This wasn’t a bug in the teacher training system; this was a feature. Incomprehension was baked into our preparation. The way we were being sent into classroom combat was more akin to the way adolescents are initiated into adulthood by shamans: huff the smoke, look into the eyes of God and know the secrets of the universe, but don’t tell anyone what you saw.

			We are wading slowly out of this primordial mud, but it is heavy weather. We have made progress in the years since I trained to teach, but it is hard won, and every step forward we slide a few back some days. There is a growing realisation, internationally, that unless we formally teach these processes to teachers, we may as well fling zebras at the kids and hope they learn Pythagoras’ theorem from the experience. Teachers are starting to think about what assessment is for, when it is meaningful and when it is not, and how to create our own mark schemes, rubrics and grading methods. Given where we started, at times it has felt like the opening scene in 2001: A Space Odyssey, where early man discovers tools by smashing his neighbour’s head in with a thigh bone. 

			And if we are making progress, it is because we are starting to think about assessment as an academic process, one subject to scrutiny, dissection and rebuilding. There has been a great and ferocious blossoming of discussion, writing and debate about the moral and practical barriers and opportunities afforded by assessment. And with everything else, evidence has been in the DNA of this resurrection of reason. It has to be, or we go back to guessing alone in the dark, with its hunches, biases and the fear of being found out. 

			And I hope that researchED as has played a small part of this, as a movement and a community that has tried its best to reach into the classrooms and mind palaces of teachers everywhere. This has been a bottom-up revolution, catching fire in the brush rather than the forest canopy. And this book will, I hope, help continue that process, and become a resource that teachers and educators of all stripes can refer to as they grow and train in their careers. Sarah Donarski has assembled a worthy diet of brilliant thinkers and voices from both academia and the classroom. I commend its digestion to you, like a chef kissing his fingers as he passes the ratatouille from the kitchen to the customer. 

			Good luck, and love to you all.

			Tom Bennett

		

	
		
			Introduction 

			The need for a researchED mini-series on asssessment, marking and feedback

			Sarah Donarski

			A teacher’s job, according to Dylan Wiliam (2011), is to create an environment where our students’ engagement in learning proceeds towards an intended direction. That is to say that we, as teachers, should not be focusing simply on ‘transmitting’ knowledge or ‘facilitating’ learning; we should also be focusing on establishing a classroom ecosystem (to use Tom Sherrington’s Learning Rainforest metaphor) where teaching and learning becomes fluid yet remains targeted. In order for this to occur, we must form a bridge between the teaching of material in the classroom and how the learning of that information is being processed and manipulated by our students. The only way we can do this effectively, Wiliam astutely claims, is through this process of assessment. 

			When we look at areas of pedagogy, assessment, marking and feedback are topics that are frequently bulked together, and I would like to start by asking you, your departments, or your colleagues:

			
					What do assessment, marking and feedback (both separately and collectively) mean to you, your department, and your school? 

					What strategies are working or failing in these areas? 

					What brings you excitement or anxiety when considering these concepts?

			

			Understanding the answers to these questions will assist in providing clarity on exactly what needs refining, resolving or reconstructing in your context. As we shall see, the recent theoretical history on how to effectively establish and implement these areas of teaching into policy has caused much confusion. However, there is no better time to consider how assessment, marking and feedback have changed over the years so that conversations about how best to move forward can begin.

			How did we get here?

			Developing effective policies plays an integral part in a school’s ability to monitor, track and understand its pupils’ progress. Various publications, including the large-scale studies conducted by the Education Endowment Foundation (2018; Elliot et al., 2016), continue to suggest that feedback from assessments is one of the key strategies to assist a student in making progress. 

			The value of assessment, marking and feedback has also never been ignored by schools, governors, or Ofsted – previously resulting in a range of timely teaching practices. Strategies such as deep written marking and triple marking (until quite recently) became the fashionable mannequins of effective feedback. Unsurprisingly, this resulted in a soaring (yet frighteningly accepted) marking workload until a publication from the Department for Education (2016) claimed that a review of educational literature proved ‘there appears to be no broadly agreed definition for this term or any theoretical underpinning of [deep written marking’s] educational worth’ (p. 6). 

			The DfE’s (2016) report began to spark a different conversation about assessment, marking and feedback, and successfully encouraged many schools to begin the process of augmenting their feedback and assessment policies. Ofsted began to look for curriculum and assessment quality rather than evidence of marking or feedback dialogues. As a result, some schools remained highly attached to timely written marking, whilst others banished it completely in favour of peer, group or verbal feedback approaches. Yet new anxieties emerged: what exactly, and to what extent, should we be assessing or marking? What we should be doing when we plan assessments and how best to deliver feedback to our students remain crucial priorities for many schools, colleges, and educational contexts. 

			What are the current debates?

			Assessments are produced so that teachers can give feedback to students; however, there is a clear misalignment among educational theorists on what exactly feedback or marking are. Kulhavy (1977) argued that feedback is not simply informing a student about what is correct but should instigate a new instruction from the teacher; a task that encourages a pupil’s correctional methodology. With similar confidence, Winne and Butler (1994) provide an acknowledged summary of feedback by claiming that it is:

			Information with which a learner can confirm, add to, overwrite, tune, or restructure information in memory, whether that information is domain knowledge, meta-cognitive knowledge, beliefs about self and tasks, or cognitive tactics and strategies (Winne and Butler, 1994, p. 5740)

			However, counter to this is a study conducted by O’Neill et al. (1976) who challenges this theoretical definition by arguing that the ‘best immediate retention’ (or memory) of answers in feedback was achieved when ‘feedback could be given by handing students a key showing all the correct answers’. In this case, feedback was not something that a learner could ‘overwrite’ (Winne and Butler, 1994, p. 5740) but was something that should be given ‘immediate[ly]’ and ‘without search[ing]’ (O’Neill et al., 1976, p. 74). Feedback, according to O’Neill et al. (1976), is giving students the answer. This confusing and debated theoretical discussion has also led to disputing the practical application of marking and feedback, and the style of assessments that departments should be implementing. 

			In most cases, the commonly accepted method of classroom feedback still considers the teacher to be the primary feedback deliverer. Hattie and Timperley (2007) identify feedback as a teacher’s response to an instructed performative task; a secondary process that occurs following a student task. They argue that it is vital in addressing the misconceptions of a student’s knowledge base and that it assists to counteract knowledge limitations (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). Why written feedback should be completed by the classroom teacher and not another individual is therefore argued to be due to the teacher’s expertise in the subject. According to Gielan et al. (2010), a teacher’s background in the subject material is perceived to be more ‘trustworthy’ and, as a result, appears more effective to the student. Moreover, teachers are not only bringing in their subject knowledge, but their disposition: skills in empathy, compassion and discourse that will most effectively assist a student in moving forward. Teachers have the knowledge set of the task and assessment criterion, enabling their written feedback to ‘give [students] insights into various ways to solve the assignments’ (Gielan et al., 2010, p. 144). This idea has also been explored by Sadler, who similarly argues that the role of a teacher is to reduce the rate of error in trial–and-error learning; the teacher is responsible for, and accountable to, the learner in this regard (Sadler, 1998). 

			However, due to bias limitations in assessment, marking and feedback, as well as our continual experimentation with more effectual and less-timely practices, more recent studies question the value of individualised, teacher-led feedback for assessments. A recent small-scale study by Evidence Based Education (Kime, 2018) worked with three schools to change their feedback policies in accordance with the DfE’s (2016) report. Of note were the findings from Tarporley High School, where English teachers replaced individual teacher-student marking entirely in favour of group verbal feedback methods using a visualiser (Kime, 2018). The findings on classroom attainment concluded that teachers saved ‘roughly 4.3 hours’ a week and there was ‘virtually no difference’ (Kime and Lowe, 2018) in the results of the students using group and verbal feedback methods. In particular, the variance of results between control and tested classes of English pupils were even considered ‘too small to be statistically significant’ (Kime, 2018, p. 17). 

			But is ‘no difference’ in results the same as success? One may argue that this has not entirely made this a successful policy change, and there are still ongoing debates about whether schools are effectively evaluating the limitations of group or verbal feedback. Indeed, the DfE’s (2016) report argues that replacing written dialogue with verbal conversations is simply useful in eliminating ‘wasted teacher time’. Therefore, perhaps it could be argued that a shift from a written approach to a verbal approach assists teachers but may not impact the progress of all students – in particular, struggling or disengaged pupils. Whatever your perspective, Kime’s (2018) study does highlight that there are intricacies and debatable approaches to consider when it comes to delivering effective feedback (verbal or written) to our pupils. It also highlights the ongoing discussion as to whether successful feedback is about time gained and/or the progress of all classroom students (both being the answer we are all searching for in practice).

			Yet, there is another solution presented to us. Daisy Christodoulou’s endorsement of No More Marking – a technological programme that aims to revolutionise marking through comparative judgement – takes marking and feedback to a new end of the educational debate spectrum. In this process of assessing, work is graded comparatively and, as Christodoulou states, helps with assessment ‘reliability, efficiency, and validity’ (Christodoulou, 2018, p. 8)

			Marking and feedback methods are undoubtedly confused and conflicted, but so too is the issue of when to use them in our classroom. Should peer and group marking be used for ‘formative’ assessment, and teacher marking for ‘summative’? How many pieces of ‘formative’ or ‘summative’ assessment should there be in an academic year? I will let some of the chapters in this book answer those questions. 

			Even after all of this has been considered, there remains contention around whether assessments require a grade or mark and whether there is much validity in that data regardless. The conflict surrounding grade use on summative or formative assessments was instigated by Butler’s research which claimed that feedback with grades skewed a student’s interest away from learning and progress, moving a student’s interest towards ‘ego-involvement’ and away from ‘task involvement’ (Butler, 1988, p.10). Butler’s study was conclusive that grades in feedback – either solely or attached to comments – undermined lower achievers and, therefore, did not have the greatest effect on all students’ progress (Butler, 1988). Correspondingly, McMillan et al.’s (2002) research argues that grading in feedback is incredibly nuanced and biased. In their findings, they noted strong discrepancies between the feedback and grading given within schools and claimed that ‘within-school variance’ in feedback is greater than ‘between-school variance’ (McMillan et al., 2002, p. 212). Their data suggests that there are a considerable number of factors that influence the way that a teacher may give feedback and grade a student, including biases towards behaviour, handwriting and/or negative relationships. 

			Butler’s (1988) study should not be ignored entirely and her findings should be noted: there can sometimes be no effective purpose in communicating numerical grades to students if that does not add to, or assist in, the overall purpose of the feedback being given. Consistent numerical gradings assist and boost the ego of high achievers but may significantly deter the focus of struggling students (Butler, 1988), and a continually glaring numerical or alphabetical label may, to some students, only scream: I am a failure. However, at the end of a module, after a range of assessments have been completed, a final numerical value, as Jensen and Barron (2014) claim, may work best as a summative ‘checkpoint’ for students, parents, and schools. These highly debated and considerately researched standpoints can be confusing, conflicting or frustrating for educators trying to implement effective policies. The key questions could be: is there purpose in delivering feedback that way, or in giving your student a grade at that particular point in your data capture? Does it/will it assist the learning process?

			The contentions surrounding grade use, data validity, written marking, verbal feedback, group feedback, peer feedback, and no marking whatsoever all contribute to the imbroglios of implementing effective assessment. However, there are many educators who are working to remind us about exactly what can be achieved, and how best to move forward to ensure we continue to build assessment, marking and feedback policies that build the strongest bridge to our pupils’ success. The key seems to be ensuring purpose. 

			How will this book help?

			All of the debates above have to be considered as we build, plan and implement assessments so that we can ensure that we are working as effectively as possible to move our students forward. The researchED Guide to Assessment aims to assist teachers in building greater confidence and understanding of feedback and assessment methods so that data can be collected more accurately, and student progression can be assessed more clearly.

			I am delighted that Dylan Wiliam has agreed to open this book with an astute and detailed summary of assessments and, in particular, their validity. There is no accident in beginning my introduction with a quote from Wiliam, who has led some of the most evocative conversations about assessment and learning in recent educational research across the world. In his opening chapter, he
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