Working with others to support development in their own practice

Emma Goff, Kent AST

My role, as an advanced skills teacher for Kent in southern England, is to work alongside teachers as a coach and mentor in primary schools facing significant challenges. The intention is to support and challenge teachers as they reflect on their practice, building their capacity to make sustainable change. The process of working collaboratively together aims to raise standards by having a positive impact on the quality of children’s learning and their experiences as learners. But this is a complex task!

Every school is different: the context, the successes, their plans for the future. However, there is one universal characteristic within each of these communities that teachers have: an expertise in knowing children in their classes as individuals. This has important implications for school improvement in terms of empowering teachers to make professional judgements and choices that they feel will have a positive impact on standards. One size does not fit all.

Aim: to establish consistent use of formative assessment

When I am deployed to work in a school, a need has usually been established by the headteacher in response to their self-evaluation. So when I was commissioned to a two-form-entry primary school whose priority was to establish consistent use of formative assessment across all year groups, it was an opportunity for me to share their vision. The initial meeting with the headteacher, deputy headteacher and assessment manager in October 2005 was intended to establish their perceptions of current practice in the school and identify specific formative assessment strategies that were already in place. This proved to be an interesting discussion, as each of the people present had their own interpretations of what formative assessment was and what it looked like in their school. This was an important stage as it helped the leadership team to recognise that although they had identified their aim, they needed to be very clear about the outcomes, i.e. how embedding formative assessment techniques in every classroom would be recognised.

Building on current practice

Soon after, I began to establish relationships with teachers, working alongside them in their classrooms. The intention of the first 3–4 visits during the autumn term was to identify and celebrate the techniques and strategies the teachers were already using and to support them in identifying their next steps to support children as learners. Sharing success was an important stage in the process as it confirmed the value of their existing practice. Asking open coaching questions enabled the teachers to reflect on the impact of this practice on children’s learning. As we did not want the work we did together to be an extra burden, it was important to challenge the teacher to make support decisions and choices that were manageable and realistic whilst retaining ownership of their practice.

Investigating children’s understanding

During a visit to a key stage two class, the teacher shared a learning intention for an art lesson and immediately the children wrote ‘L.O.: we are learning to explore patterns’ in their sketch books. It appeared that in principle use of learning intentions was in place. However, when we asked the children ‘What do you think you’re learning?’ during the lesson they gave a range of different responses like ‘I’m learning about art’, ‘I’m learning not to use too much glue’ and ‘I’m learning that I need to get finished before the end’. When we reflected on the lesson together, the teacher expressed concern that the children had not interpreted her objective in the way she had intended. Was this because the teacher ‘owned’ the objective? Could it have been more successful if the children had talked about their understanding of the objective when it was introduced? As a coach and mentor, it was my role to facilitate change by supporting teachers in identifying their priorities for development. Focusing on the children’s responses during my interaction with the teacher enabled her to begin to consider ways of further supporting children’s learning without devaluing her practice. Many conclusions could be drawn from this scenario. However, at the time our analysis of this situation led us to acknowledge the potential impact of making time to give children oral feedback during the lesson. This needed to be more closely focused on success and improvement in terms of the objectives rather than the activity – maybe a potential opportunity to introduce the technique of success criteria?

Formalising instinctive good practice

Formative assessment techniques were not as explicitly obvious in other classrooms even though strategies were in place to support children’s learning. In an early years classroom the teacher made genuine interactions with learners during child-initiated play as the children engage successfully in the process of planning and then reviewing their learning. The teacher’s questioning and constructive oral feedback focused on learning which supported children’s progress, and furthermore her observations provided evidence on which to base children’s next steps. These were referred to as P.L.O.D.S. (possible lines of development). However, when reflecting specifically on use of formative assessment, the teacher found it difficult to identify what she’d done. Perhaps this was because her use of questioning and feedback was so embedded in her practice that it didn’t seem obvious. Or maybe it was because the strategies she used were so personalised that they didn’t bear a strong resemblance to her theoretical knowledge of assessment. Despite the reasons, by working together we were able to analyse successful strategies and celebrate the way in which she supported development of children’s learning – a key aim of formative assessment.

Establishing current systems

Sharing practice by working alongside teachers in a range of year groups provided evidence that formative assessment was used throughout the school, even though it looked different in each class. In moving forward as a school we wanted to value and sustain good practice in individual classrooms whilst also developing consistency and promoting a depth of understanding of a range of techniques and strategies. In order to establish a whole-school focus which was accessible at all levels, middle managers were involved in reflecting on the manageability and usefulness of systems that were currently in place to record assessments on a daily/weekly basis. This initially involved seeking teachers’ opinions at key stage meetings to review the use, value and impact of assessments in terms of informing children’s next steps for learning. Having established an overview of practice during the autumn term based on my work with teachers, the usual cycle of lesson monitoring by the leadership team with a focus on formative assessment in a variety of subjects, informal discussions at key stage meetings and anonymous teacher questionnaires completed during a staff meeting, we began to revise the assessment policy so that it provided an accurate reflection of current practice.

Prioritising one element of formative assessment: success criteria

Based on the available evidence, the teacher leading assessment in the school decided to prioritise introduction of success criteria as a way of making the process of learning explicit to children. Initially this was limited to the core subjects of literacy and numeracy as there was already consistent use of learning intentions in these lessons. It was decided that she and the deputy headteacher would initially trial a range of strategies with their classes. The intention was that genuine experiences and ideas could be shared with teachers later in the term to provide realistic starting points that could support successful introduction across the school. Subject leaders were also keen and began to trial writing success criteria in their specialist areas. The aim was to explore the practicalities of use, i.e. time taken to plan, how to use with children during lessons. These explorations led to well-informed, subtle changes in their planning formats and were later used as models for other teachers.

The role of the mentor/advisor

In order to work successfully together with teachers to support this strategic focus, we assumed a shared responsibility for progress. Whilst the teacher was responsible for making small changes in the classroom based on evaluation and reflection, my role was to be an active listener to support the teacher’s thought process. This involved prompting discussion about the impact of their work on children’s learning, perhaps providing a different interpretation of events, suggesting ideas or modelling practice as needed.

Sometimes my role was to deepen a teacher’s thinking about the way in which techniques and strategies were used. In one key stage one class the teacher shared a technology learning intention ‘we’re learning to make a musical instrument’, described it using a model and provided task-oriented success criteria. At the end of the lesson the children parroted back the learning intention in response to the question ‘What do you think you’ve learnt?’ In looking at the reality of the situation together, supporting reflection using coaching questions such as ‘What were you pleased to notice about the children’s learning in this lesson?’ and ‘What made it possible for this is happen?’, the teacher began to realise that although the children achieved success in completing the task, they were not necessarily aware of the skills that they had been practising. This prompted him to consider not only the quality of learning intentions but also the ways in which he used questions and oral feedback during a lesson to support development of children’s thinking, rather than with the sole aim of completing a task.

In a key stage two class where formative assessment techniques were not so well understood, the teacher used success criteria as a product rather than as a process. The learning intention ‘to empathise with a character to understand their feelings’ was matched by one success criterion which stated ‘I can empathise with a character to understand their feelings’. In this situation my role was to support the teacher in analysing the children’s success during the lesson and support her understanding of strategies that would make the process of learning explicit. Such issues were also addressed within the whole-school inset which introduced the principles of formative assessment that underlie the techniques that are often the most recognisable feature in a lesson.

The development plan

Once a realistic baseline of current practice had been established, during the autumn term, we began to write a long-term development plan. The assessment leader retained ownership of this task by making choices about the content, organisation and timescale that suited the needs of the school. An overview of when formative assessment techniques would be introduced over a 2–3 year period was intended to support embedded practice rather than overload already busy teachers with too many changes. Each aspect of formative assessment was to be developed over 1–2 seasonal terms. Actions were to take into account implications for both planning and classroom practice and then would be evaluated in terms of the impact on children’s learning.

The importance of teachers being ‘action researchers’

Each technique was introduced at a whole-school staff meeting and then followed up at key stage and year group meetings. As I continued to work alongside teachers in their classes, supporting reflections on their practice and challenging them to make decisions about their next steps, regular reviews and monitoring by senior leaders in the school supported an ongoing evaluation of the impact and progress of formative assessment strategies that were being established. This holistic approach enabled the whole staff to continually reflect on their use of formative assessment and make sense of it in their own classrooms. Teachers began to make links between techniques – e.g. once you’ve introduced learning intentions and success criteria, you need to give specific oral and written feedback to clarify success and improvement. These insights were supported by colleagues who were all working towards the same aim. Teachers assumed more ownership of their use of formative assessment and so when new techniques were introduced they were equipped with some experience of the reasons for change and potential impact. This helped to maintain the pace of change, as teachers did not see the strategies as ‘extras’, rather as part of a process of refining their practice to increase the impact on children’s learning.

By the end of the spring term, headteacher monitoring had identified that learning intentions were secure across the school and we had begun the process of developing use of success criteria. The autonomy and freedom that teachers were given enabled them to engage positively with this technique. In one class, success criteria had been established as ‘thinking keys’, in another there was a lily pad pond of ideas, one teacher used ‘remember to…’ prompts, another had ‘top tips’ and one key stage two teacher simply used questions to prompt children’s thinking. Working alongside these teachers as a coach and mentor was an interesting experience as it provided an insight on their individual understanding and interpretation of the same technique. Simply asking the teachers about their use of success criteria helped them to clarify their ideas and reasons which in itself prompted new ideas and possible directions for development. 

Helping teachers make choices

Focusing tightly on children’s learning helped keep thinking on track. Active listening and careful questioning enabled me to establish a clear idea of what the teachers had achieved and support them in making their next steps with confidence. Each teacher had an individual view of what they could do, given the specific context of the children they worked with, the climate for learning and the classroom environment. Through our work together it was my priority to retain this autonomy; guiding thinking through questions, suggesting ‘What if…?’ to present an alternative interpretation of the same situation that we had observed first-hand together and only offering ideas when asked. Phrases such as ‘Could you….?’, ‘Have you considered…?’, ‘Maybe you might like to…’, ‘Perhaps…’ and ‘What do you think about…?’ were useful ways of encouraging a teacher to make choices rather than imposing the ‘right’ way!

The review process

Following observations of the use of success criteria as part of the school monitoring cycle, we planned a staff meeting during the summer term to review our progress. This was to be an opportunity for teachers to talk about their practice and evaluate the success of the strategies they had established. A tight focus on the impact of using success criteria on teaching and learning led to the following findings:

· The planning process has been simplified and is more focused on learning

· Written comments are more focused on learning

· They make other adults in the classroom aware of the steps to achieve an objective

· Plenaries are more focused on learning and relate to the objective

· The stages where the children get stuck are more obvious

· They clarify expectations for children and helps them work out their next steps

· Children are more independent

· On-task behaviour has increased

· Children have more ownership of learning

· Children feel more successful

The debate generated from the insights shared was inspiring. The whole school had been challenged to develop a concept that could have a fundamental effect on the conditions and climate for learning. Teachers felt that a small change had made a huge difference in so many ways and were keen to keep learning. It might seem that we were ready to move on at this point. However, we wanted to ensure that success criteria were embedded securely in planning and teaching for all subjects before changing the focus.

Ways forward: using the developing expertise and keeping it going

We recognised that some teachers had confidence, commitment, enthusiasm and a very clear understanding of the concept of formative assessment evidenced in coaching conversations, lessons observations and in planning. The assessment leader and I realised their potential to support the next stage of our long-term plan and invited them to form a ‘leading teachers’ group for the school. The purpose of this group was to share in the vision for change and build their capacity to support leadership of formative assessment. They were invited to explore a range of different techniques and strategies with their classes in advance of the rest of the staff to negotiate a realistic and manageable way forwards to support smooth transition into the next phase of change. This was trialled during the summer term: the teachers decided to pick a technique of particular interest, but could have chosen the same one, and explored links with their current practice. We wanted to retain their autonomy and enthusiasm and working in this way. However, it also had the unexpected benefit of helping us to make sense of the way in which all the techniques worked together to create a more holistic view of formative assessment rather than as techniques that could be ticked off on a lesson observation.

At the beginning of the next academic year we met to review our strategy and progress with the development plan. The assessment leader and I had a meeting off-site with the leading teachers. This was an opportunity to share both successes and challenges and plan the next stage for whole school development. We discussed issues such as: 

· Were learning intentions and success criteria embedded in planning and teaching? 

· How was this having a positive impact on learning? 

· Were teachers ready to work on another technique? 

· Did we have the capacity to change at this time given that other priorities were also on the whole school agenda? 

We agreed that there was a need to involve children more actively in their learning. The journey continued as self-evaluation and feedback became our next priorities.

Supporting teachers in the early stages of development

Coaching and monitoring support continued alongside regular whole-school professional development and key stage meetings. This enabled me to focus on specific issues with individual teachers to help them enrich learning opportunities for children. In classes where teachers were still at the early stages of applying formative assessment in their own context, we reflected on the impact of planning on learning. Collaboratively planning clearly defined learning objectives and then imagining themselves doing the task enabled us to identify the success criteria. In lessons we focused on children’s responses to questions such as ‘What do you think you are learning?’, ‘What are you using to help you learn?’ and ‘How successful do you think you’ve been?’ This helped us to unpick the impact of what we were doing on the children’s learning and make subtle changes that could be easily adopted.

Extending teachers who have developed further

In classes where teachers were confident and secure with formative assessment, my role was to help them unpick what was making the difference to children’s learning, e.g. ‘What happened when you…?’, ‘How did the children respond to…?’, ‘What difference do you think it made when you…?’. Often the reality of what happens in a classroom can be lost in the busyness of the school day. Playground or lunchtime duty, after-school clubs and meetings with parents are common in all schools. This is why it was so important to retain professional conversations about practice regularly amongst colleagues. 

Empowered and autonomous

By the end of the autumn term, in the second year of commissioning, the leadership team at the school felt that they no longer needed additional support from an advanced skills teacher. Teachers had begun to take on more responsibility for effecting change and to ask their own questions as they widened the application of their skills and knowledge. The pace of learning had increased, assessments were used to inform planning and children were more involved as learners. Good teaching was observed in most lessons and outstanding in some! Subsequently this had a positive impact on achievement and progress with a significant improvement in standards achieved by all children. But the process of review does not stop here! As the school moves towards developing more personalised learning packages for individual children, there is a focus on reviewing other systems that are in place to align with formative assessment developments.

Over a period of 18 months, these teachers had not only learnt about formative assessment, they had also learnt about the links between teaching and learning, the impact teaching can have on learning, the role of children as learners and the importance of establishing a climate for learning. The teachers were enabled to reflect on their practice within a supportive working relationship. Empowering those professionals to have the confidence and autonomy to make their own decisions and to value their own judgements built their capacity to raise standards. They continued to explore ways in which to enrich learning opportunities for children and value their contributions and active involvement as learners.
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