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Section 1:  Introduction

1.1 Learning School:  an overview

The Learning School project is now in its sixth year as an international student based research project.  The researchers are all current or recently graduated students from one of the eleven partner schools across seven countries that have an involvement in the Global Classroom Partnership.  The history of the Global Classroom Partnership goes back to 1988 when the Anderson High School (AHS) from Shetland established its link with Gymnázium Zlín in the Czech Republic.  They established mutual cooperation based on both short and long-term student exchanges and throughout the successive years enabled many students from both schools to meet and learn about life in the other side of Europe.  During the next few years, AHS took the initiative and kept forming similar partnerships with other schools in Europe, including Bobergsskolan, as well as in South Africa and Japan.  A variety of projects have been set up between the schools in the partnership.  These include the Learning School, the annual Global Classroom conference, both short term and long-term exchange programs, and a program of shared curricula, teaching and learning which utilises cutting edge video conferencing technology.  

The aim of the Learning School project is to empower schools and their students by undertaking an examination of the process of learning, through research by ‘critical friends’.  The research focuses on various aspects of learning within schools and the students and teachers perceptions of these systems.  The project hopes to contribute to school improvement and development through the positive and active involvement of students.  Previous learning school projects have studied topics including motivation, ethos, and lifelong learning. Full details of past Learning School research, and downloads of previous reports are available at www.learningschool.org  (Appendix A).

The Learning School project differs from conventional research in that the researchers are all current students or school leavers.  This gives the research a unique perspective; previous years have discovered that students interviewed by the Learning School feel less inhibited giving answers to someone of a comparable age and background than they would to external, professional researchers.

Owing to an increasing number of schools participating in the project, this year Learning School 6 consists of two groups of researchers, each with two coordinators and six researchers.  Over the course of the year Group 1 will visit Ånge, Shetland, Malmö, London, Australia and South Africa.  Group 2 will visit the Czech Republic, Shetland, Malmö, Germany, Australia and South Africa.  In all instances, even when in the same country, the two groups will be based in different schools.

1.2
Brae High School, Shetland

Two schools in Shetland teach higher years (5th and 6th year):  Brae High School (BHS) and Anderson High School (AHS).  BHS is located in and provides secondary education (1st to 6th year) for the North Mainland of Shetland, while all other senior year students attend the AHS in Lerwick.  This report will describe the research findings at BHS.

BHS has 246 students (63 in 5th and 6th year) and approximately 40 teachers and staff.  Class sizes are generally small with 16 20-minute periods making up the day.  This means that each lesson can last anywhere from 20 minutes up to 2 hours.  Due to the relatively small size of the school, in terms of both physical size and population, BHS has a more relaxed and informal atmosphere than larger high schools.  

1.3  Whose Opinions Do We Collect?

Learning School has traditionally focussed upon one particular age group across all the partner schools, namely 17 to 18 year olds (2nd and 3rd years in Sweden).  This has been the case because it is felt that these students are at a point where they can reflect upon their opinions obtained during their years at school.  Also, it has been found that they are generally articulate and mature enough to be able to give informative feedback on their schools, with little irrelevancies or personal complaints they may have against particular teachers.  It is prudent here to remind readers that the role of Learning School is as a critical friend.  Research is not conducted to give students a chance to attack their learning institutions and teachers, rather to offer a forum for mature, constructive feedback upon it.    

Section 2:  This Years Topic: Assessment

2.1 What Do We Mean By Assessment In Education?

Assessment, ([image: image3.png]
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nt), n. [LL. assessamentum.] 1. The classification of someone or something with respect to its worth.

Source: WordNet ® 2.0, © 2003 Princeton University

Using the dictionary for reference, it would appear to be a simple question to answer. Part of any national educational system is the evaluation and grading of those who pass through it.  Thus we perform ‘classification’ on students by their performance in tests, homework, or exams in order to ascertain their ‘worth’ (in this case, the student’s abilities).  However, this is expressly not the definition of assessment that the present Learning School research wishes to use.  A reason why we should refute this interpretation of the word is the unpleasant conclusion it leads to.  If we must classify students by their performance in exams and tests, it implies that those who achieve a lower standard than their peers must therefore be worth less.  Obviously, this is an unacceptable premise in any egalitarian educational system. 

Educational researchers have always been interested in the way that students perform in all aspects of assessment; exams, projects, homework and class tests to name but a few.  But it is only relatively recently that the focus has shifted away from asking questions like “how can we improve this students’ exam results?” to “how can we improve this students’ capacity to learn?”   Of course, it is evident that an increase in our knowledge of how to successfully answer the latter question, will improve our ability to successfully answer the former.  To be truthful this is not really what could be called new knowledge, as the following quote shows.

“The test of successful education is not the amount of knowledge that a pupil takes away from school, but his appetite to know and his capacity to learn”

Sir Richard Livingstone, President of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, 1941

It would be foolish to imply that both teacher and researcher have been unaware or negligent of this important premise.  Instead, the suggestion is that current research has brought to light important changes in the way we view education, in particular assessment.  The prevailing attitude (notably summarised recently by Black & Wiliam, 1998a) is to make a shift from practising assessment of learning to assessment for learning.  This is the definition of the word ‘assessment’ that Learning School wishes to study. 

2.2 Formative v Summative Assessment

Scriven (1967) makes an important distinction between two forms of assessment that are crucial in the attempt to explain the focus of the present Learning School study.  Scriven proposed that assessment could be divided into two types: formative and summative.  The key principle is that an assessment process can only be formative if it is designed to aid further learning.  This would involve judgements, procedures, and action by the teacher that will improve a students learning in the future.  Formative assessment is, in essence, the aforementioned ‘assessment for learning’.  Summative assessment, by contrast, is testing that examines the sum of student’s knowledge (e.g. end-of-year class or national testing).  Its role is to contribute to learning by setting targets and standards to be reached that can be compared within a sample of students.  National curriculum tests (such as Scottish Higher level qualifications or English GCSEs) always dominate teaching and assessment.  But because they function to summarise achievement rather than give a helpful and usable diagnosis (they normally give results after the learning is finished) they give teachers a poor model for formative assessment.

It is important not to make an overly simplistic distinction and say that all summative assessment is bad and undesirable.  Indeed, as researchers have shown (Black et al. 2002) there are formative uses for summative tests, and summative testing is obviously necessary for purposes such as entry into higher education and the provision of common standards to judge every student against.

However, problems can be caused when summative assessment is used alone and unthinkingly.  It may result in the adoption of a “must try harder” attitude amongst the students who under perform in summative tests.  Simply knowing that one is not performing at the required level, with no indication as to why, or how to rectify matters, can be destructive.  It is analogous to telling a discordant orchestra to ‘play harder’.  This will undoubtedly only make matters worse.

Numerous researchers have examined the impact of summative assessments on students.  Carol Dweck (1986) carried out an informative study into the factors that students attribute their success or failure to in tests and exams.  She found that students differ in whether they regard success as due to stable factors (e.g. ones own ability) or unstable factors (such as luck of effort or bad luck).  Controversially, she suggested that male students tend to attribute success to stable causes, and failure to unstable causes.  Vice-versa for female students.  This attribution of success to luck, and failure to ability leads to a situation of what is termed as learned helplessness.  This is where the student perceives that there is no real point in trying to improve their capacity for learning, as it is already at a predefined, unalterable level.
The phenomenon of learned helplessness was discovered accidentally in dogs by Seligman in the 1970s.  His discovery was that prior exposure to a seemingly inescapable negative stimulus (in his canine study, electric shocks) resulted in two-thirds of the dogs tested learning that the electric shocks were inescapable even in situations where they were not.  The worrying conclusion is that animals (including people; learned helplessness has been extended to explain depression in humans) can be trained to learn that effort invested into changing a situation can be futile, when this certainly should not be the case.  A reported consequence of this phenomenon in education is the way in which students affected by learned helplessness deal with difficult tasks.  Students who encounter difficulties with poor results can be seen to ‘retire hurt’, rather than investing further energy in learning, which they perceive as energy wasted.  Perhaps this is in part why Crooks (1988) discovered the unpleasant truth that, for many students, schooling tends to lower rather than increase an interest in learning. 

Related current research in this area has focussed more on whether students view their ability as fixed or incremental.  Some students believe that ability in schoolwork is fixed, whilst ability in activities like sports is incremental (skills increase with practice with no ceiling on performance).  Evidently, the goal of educators is to promote to students that ability in learning is incremental, in a manner analogous to sports performance.

At the root of many of the problems students have with exams and testing is its competitive nature.  This is unavoidable in cultures where entry to educational institutes and gateways to employment are marketplaces that pit students and school leavers against one another.  This competitive nature is naturally reflected by the school structure and the systems of assessment that are practiced. Craven et al (1991) showed how, in a competitive system, high attainers attribute their performances to effort, whilst low attainers attribute their performance to lack of ability.  Clearly, the objective should be to move to a classroom system in which the feedback given serves to strengthen all students’ confidence in their capacity to learn across the whole spectrum of the classes’ ability.  This is the central tenant of formative assessment.

“Assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students learning. It thus differs from assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying competence.”

    






Black et al. 2002


From this summary, it would seem that formative assessment should be an ongoing natural process in every classroom.  Is it the case then, that there is no need to categorise or research it?  On the contrary, researchers have found it to be such a fundamental part of classroom that is so “…seriously in need of development” (in the U.K, Russell et al, 1995) that we should give it as much attention as possible.  Black & William (1998a) show evidence from a major review of nearly 600 articles that improvement of formative assessment raises standards, and furthermore there is indeed room for improvement.  The next section deals with the most crucial component in any plan of formative assessment, namely feedback.

2.3 Feedback & Formative Assessment

The purpose of any feedback is to help learners improve their own learning. However, this is not always translated into the function of feedback.  If information that is fed back to the learner with the intention of being helpful cannot actually be used to improve future learning, then it is not formative.  It is like telling an unsuccessful comedian to ‘be funnier’. How?

Sadler (1989) in a highly influential paper uncovered the puzzling finding that often feedback that looks like it should lead to learning does not.  This finding is particularly prudent when the results given include, or solely consist, of marks or grades.  Butler (1988) found that the giving of marks and grades can result in students paying only superficial attention to comments provided alongside them.  It has also been shown (Butler, 1987) that those given feedback as marks see it as a way of comparing themselves to others (thereby becoming ego-involving), whilst those given comments only see it as more of an opportunity to improve.  In subsequent testing, the former group outperforms the latter. An investigation into the different formats of feedback given in marked work across the partner schools visited is obviously one of the aims of this years Learning School project.

In a large scale meta-analysis of literature on the subject, it was found that on around 40% of occasions feedback actually has a negative effect on performance (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996).  This has to do with the complex way in which feedback operates and the varieties of ways in which students can respond to a discrepancy between set standards and current performance.  Students have options when responding to feedback that include:

· Responding to the feedback and closing the gap

· Changing the standard to be reached for a lower, more easily achievable one

· Rejecting the feedback completely

Which option is selected is down to the strength of both the feedback and the goal. Kluger & DeNisi conclude that both researchers and practitioners are guilty of confusing their feelings that feedback is desirable with the question of how the feedback actually benefits performance.

To improve the positive effects of feedback, and to reduce maladaptive responses (particularly in the case of lower achieving students) several key points have been uncovered by research.  Simply stated, feedback on formative assessment should concentrate on specific problems with the work, giving both a clear understanding of what was wrong, and setting achievable targets for improvement.  Furthermore, it is important that feedback to any particular student should ideally be only about the quality of his or her work and avoid comparisons with other students.

It is understandable in the current climate, where pressure is being put on teachers in terms of summative assessment, for there to be less of an emphasis on formative assessment.   However, research indicates the importance of teachers being aware of the subtle, but far reaching impact of feedback given everyday in the classroom. 

2.4 Self-Assessment, Peer Assessment & Motivation

There is a further dimension to formative assessment that should be noted before going on to detail the current research aims.  This is the link between formative assessment and student self-assessment.  Referring back to section 2.1, a clear goal of any educational system is to instil an independent attitude in its students with regard to their capacity for self-evaluation and learning.  Thus the link between formative assessment and student self-assessment is inevitable.

The main problem with student self-assessment is not one of trustworthiness. Students have been found to be generally honest in assessing themselves and one another; they are “too hard on themselves as often as too kind” (Black & Wiliam, 1998b).  Instead the problem is that students can only assess themselves well when they have a clear idea of the targets that they are supposed to attain.  In essence, part of any teaching process should be training students in self-assessment so they can understand the main purposes of their learning and what they intend to achieve.

Central to this is the question of student motivation: 

“I have a strong feeling that motivational factors are crucial whenever a person achieves anything of significance as a result of learning or thought, and I cannot think of exceptions to his statement. That is not to claim that a high level of motivation can ever be a sufficient condition for human achievements, but it is undoubtedly a necessary one.”

                                     M.J.A Howe, Cognitive Psychologist, 1987

Previous Learning School projects have already gathered a large amount of data regarding the factors that influenced student motivation.  Taking a lead from this, the current research intends to look in more detail at motivational factors surrounding assessment.   As has already been mentioned there is ample evidence to challenge the assertion that grades and “gold stars” improve motivation.  In a competitive system with winners and losers, those who frequently find themselves losers will lose motivation to learn.  Gillbourn & Youdell (2000) found this to be the case in their study of students with lower band GCSE results.  One aim of the current study is to see if, from a students’ perspective, this type of finding is echoed across the participating schools. 

Peer assessment and the critical discussion of work with fellow students is something that previous Learning School research has found to vary greatly across counties.  It has been found to be an important aspect of assessment as students may accept criticism from one another that they would not take seriously coming from a teacher.  It also helps develop and train the objectivity that students require for self-assessment in a non-threatening situation.  In this way self-assessment and peer assessment are importantly linked.  Learning School 6 will attempt to answer the question of how varying practices in formative assessment (such as time allowed discussing ideas with fellow students) is perceived by students.  

2.5 What Learning School 6 May Contribute

Whilst for ease of reading, this review of assessment has been divided into distinct sections, it is perhaps a misleading portrait.  In a real classroom factors like self-assessment and motivation mix with teaching style, peer group review and summative testing.  The strength of Learning School has traditionally been due to the researchers’ immersion into this rich tapestry as non-intrusive impartial observers, picking up the atmosphere of schools and classrooms visited in addition to obtaining hard data. A further key strength lies in the fact that due to the background of the research group (recent school leavers), it is hoped that students will feel more comfortable about being completely honest in interviews and discussions.  This will be especially useful in examining topics like self-assessment, which is, by definition, a personal internal state.

To summarise then, the research aims are:

· To perform a comparative study of summative and formative assessment practices across the partner schools, with respect to the research points mentioned throughout the above section
· To obtain detailed students opinions on both the practice in their own school and their views on reported practises in others
· To see how teaching methods and formative assessment practices are put into place throughout the schools, and to obtain a teachers view on their assessment style 
· To examine the types of feedback offered to students, and subsequently, how student use the information
· To compare the types of feedback offered across a variety of subject types (e.g. maths, languages, social sciences)
· To see how students think they can improve their capacity to learn through using assessment
Hopefully it has been made clear that the research that currently surrounds assessment is one that is both very active, and an area that should be of great interest to teachers, researchers, and students.  Because of the intense scrutiny the topic is under from professional researchers (who have both greater resources and statistics packages with more features), it is forgivable to wonder what a smaller scale project like Learning School can contribute.  Perhaps there is no better justification for our research than that provided by Black & Wiliam, below.

“Despite the many and varied reports of successful innovations [in assessment], they fail to give clear accounts on one or the other of the important details, for example about the actual classroom methods used, or about the motivation and experience of teachers, or about the nature of tests used as a measure of success, or about the outlook or expectations of the students involved.”

     Black & Wiliam (1998b)

This is what the Learning School project was designed for, and what we aim to achieve

Section 3:  Methodology

Research began at BHS on the 1st November.  Various types of research methods were used in order to gather both qualitative and quantitative data.  The quantitative data, gathered from the questionnaire, was used to find out general information about the students opinions on the research topic.  Other research methods, such as a teacher and a student short answer questionnaire, shadowing of students and in-depth student interviews, were used to gain qualitative data, allowing for more detailed opinions to be gathered and investigated.  Thus an overall view of assessment and feedback at Brae could be ascertained be ascertained.

3.1 The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was designed to gain statistical quantitative data that would identify the general views of the students and highlight any significant trends and differences through the use of analysis.  The process of handing out these questionnaires presented an opportunity to get volunteers for further research as well as serving as an introduction to the research of LS6 for the students.  The questionnaire was divided into two sections. Section 1 consisted of 25 attitudinal statements about both formative and summative assessment, where respondents were required to rate how strongly that they thought the statements applied to themselves.  Section 2 consisted of four longer segments covering the students’ views on the usefulness of assessment to learning, motivation and forms of feedback.  For an example of the questionnaire please see Appendix B.

Sample Size:

	
	Number Sampled
	Males
	Females

	BHS
	85
	39
	46


3.2 Shadowing & Interviews
Students were selected arbitrarily but with a balance in gender from those who had volunteered to take part in further research.  The shadowing process involved observing the student in the classroom, focusing primarily on the students’ behaviour, frequency and the type of interaction within the classroom, whilst also looking at the overall atmosphere within the class.  Students were observed over the course of 2-3 days and in as many different subjects as possible.  This enabled the research to be observed within a context, and comparisons to be drawn within and between schools and also across subjects.  After each class, the researcher conducted a short interview with the student in order to clarify any behaviour or actions they displayed while it was fresh in both the student and the researchers mind.  

Once shadowing was completed, the students were asked to participate in an in-depth interview with the researcher.  This enabled the researcher to probe further into the reasons and attitudes behind the students’ behaviour and allowing their opinions on feedback throughout their classes to be gathered.

Sample Size:

	
	Number Sampled
	Males
	Females

	BHS
	5
	2
	3


3.3 Teacher Questionnaire

This year, for the first time, teachers were invited to participate in LS research.  Their views were considered to be an important facet of our research into feedback, simply because they are the people who give it, and it would therefore lend a balance to the data.  Teachers were asked to answer 12 questions that examined their attitudes, ideas and any strategies they might employ in relation to feedback as a form of assessment.   

Sample Size:

	
	Number Sampled

	BHS
	10


Section 4:  Purpose of Assessments

During the research at BHS it was observed that their system was fairly structured. Within the school the teachers felt that assessment and feedback was given in appropriate levels depending on the subject, term, student and the teacher themselves.  As it was approaching exam time during the research at the school, the classes were mainly revision based.  However, the views of the teachers and students did not seem to be significantly affected by this period in their term.  As one teacher explained: 

“Assessment must accurately reflect coursework, assessment must be of varying degrees of difficulty and have elements of knowledge and application of that knowledge, and assessment must be well sourced (verifiable) in terms of the Qualifications Authority”.

 Another expressed a more straightforward view:

“Check the progress pupils have made, highlight areas to revise, and prepare for final exams”.

When teachers were asked what they felt the main aim of assessment was within their school, the most common aims for the teachers was for the students to gain confidence in their abilities, be able to move forward and advance in their studies and to be able to point out their weaknesses.  As one teacher said, students should gain: 

“Knowledge of their ability to communicate what they learned, how much if anything they still need to know, what level of knowledge is required, the teacher is interested in what they have worked on and whether they know enough about the topic to feel confident”.

However, one teacher commented that they felt constant assessment was perhaps not entirely helpful for students learning: 

“I am not a huge fan of assessment. It is a necessary evil but not one we should get obsessed about. We cannot be great at all subjects. There is no shame in failure, only not trying”.

The majority of the students expressed that they found feedback helpful, although and equally large number said they would like more of it within their classes.

“I do feel that there could be more feedback given. I always find feedback from teachers very helpful, but sometimes the teacher does not give you feedback, so I have to ask them about anything I am unsure of.”

Other students felt more motivated to work when their teacher was assessing them.

“I feel more motivated when being assessed as I want to prove to myself that I can do the subject and I’m good at it.  I do feel that assessment is quite stressful though, and I tend to panic so I prefer preparing pieces for assessment before hand so I can use my plan to help me calm down and help me with my work.”
“Someone is keeping an eye on you so it makes you want to do better in your work.”

Overall most students felt more motivated when they knew they were being assessed.

“More because you want to prove you understand the subject properly.”

Section 5:  Teachers Role

As teachers are fundamental to the assessment process, it was deemed necessary to examine the perceived role of the teacher from the teachers and students point of view.  This included the importance of interaction within their classroom, and also how teachers determined how much interaction there should be within a classroom and with individual students. 

Most teachers felt there should be interaction between a student and the teacher.

“I think student-teacher relationship is vital to learning”

But they also expressed that this relationship was dependant on the individual student’s abilities or the task that had been set.
“It varies according to topic, age-growth, ability level, etc… Broadly speaking there should be lots, but sometimes hard work and silence is necessary, especially for older ones sitting exams.”
“It is dependant upon the year group and the task. Sixth year would be expected to be much more independent than first year. Some tasks require more interaction than others. Generally, in order to ensure pupils know what to do and for teachers to gauge progress, ability, etc… quite high levels are needed.”
Another area that was examined was how the teachers felt interaction affects the students and if it helps, motivates or guides them. One teacher clearly explained that it is important for the students to feel that their teacher interacts with them individually, 

“Yes, I think it is vital for their progress. They should feel the teacher is interested in them individually. They should feel their contribution is valuable and worthwhile. Quieter students should be encouraged to be involved.”
When students were asked how they felt about student-teacher relationships, the majority felt that a close relationship was helpful.  This was because they felt more comfortable talking to the teacher about any problems they may come across in their work, and they felt they had a better understanding of the subject.

“The pupil respects the teacher more, so is more likely to do as they are told. The pupil may not be so nervous about approaching the teacher with any questions. Lessons may be more relaxed so the pupil may feel more comfortable.”
Other students felt that a close student-teacher relationship may not be appropriate as a teacher may show favouritism or the student may take advantage and not be motivated enough to work if the teacher places no pressure on them.  Also, the teacher may expect more from the student even if they are not capable of advancing further.

“The pupil may misbehave and not listen to the teacher. The teacher may show pupil preference over other pupils, which would make them feel uncomfortable.”

When the student questionnaire results were analysed we found that most of these students agreed with the statements; ‘I find it easier to learn the more I interact with teachers’, ‘It is important to me that my teacher knows that I understand a subject’, and ‘I have no problems discussing the assessment of my work with my teacher’.

Teachers also felt there were positive aspects of a close teacher-student relationship as there is a more relaxed atmosphere within the classroom as the students trust the teachers’ ability and become more confident in their responses.  But just as the students explained there were positive aspects to a close teacher-student relationship, they also felt there were negative: students may become de-motivated if they believe they do not need to try or they may speak inappropriately.  

Teachers were also asked whether they used different strategies within the classroom to encourage interaction and to aid learning.  The overall response was that they used different activities in the classroom to get the students involved and thinking, 

“Mix, mix, mix. I use Q & A, whiteboard discussion, exam answer examples, paper notes, peoples own notes, pupil presentations.”
From the information gathered from the teachers and students during the research it has become evident that, the school and its students are satisfied with their system. The students are focused on achieving high marks aided by the relatively formal teaching and though the teachers were aware there could be more interaction within the classroom they also made clear the difficulty of this considering the Scottish educational system.

Section 6:  Forms of Assessment

There are many different factors that are responsible for assessment being carried out on students.  These range from how a country assesses its students, to the student themselves assessing their own progress in order to improve their learning.  This section will look at four important factors that are responsible for assessment:  the system, teachers, peers and the individual.

6.1 System Assessment

When dealing with the different forms of feedback, the various aspects that affect a students’ self-assessment were examined. This also includes analysing the schools’ system, and how it aims to assess a student.

Education in Scotland differs from the system used elsewhere in the United Kingdom. Traditionally, the English, Welsh and Northern Irish system has emphasised depth of education whereas the Scottish system has emphasised breadth. Thus English, Welsh and Northern Irish students tend to sit a small number of more advanced examinations and Scottish students tend to sit a larger number of less advanced examinations.

In 1999 the Higher Still system was introduced which is a one-year course serving as a benchmark for the entry into Scottish universities, and Higher grades are accepted internationally as proof of readiness for university study. The idea is that throughout the year pupils are required to pass separate modules before being able to sit the final exam.  The advantage of this is that if a pupil fails the final exam or one of the modules, they will still have a grade in the modules they have passed noted on their certificate.

This means that a lot of emphasis is placed on senior students gaining as much credits as they possibly can, and it is important for both teacher and student to complete the syllabus so to be well prepared for tests and examinations.  This was further indicated in the questionnaire given to students when they were asked if they often feel nervous or worried about exams (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 – Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I often feel nervous or worried about exams’.

In preparing for these tests and exams it should be essential that assessments of the student, as well as teachers giving feedback, are implemented throughout the students learning process.  Therefore, other than analysing the school system, the methods and strategies teachers use to ensure that the education system is successful also has to be taken into consideration.  It was important to find out what the aims of teachers were when giving assessment on a students work.

“Checking how well the students are understanding, and preparing them for the SQA (Scottish Qualification Authority) exams from S4-S6.”

“Check the progress pupils have made, highlight areas to revise, prepare for final exams.”

However, being able to implement these aims, it was important to find out whether the school system allowed them enough time to do so. Teachers were then asked whether they felt they had enough time and opportunity to effectively assess a student.

“I feel teachers never have enough time to effectively assess students by differentiating assessment tasks using alternatives to written or oral work. In the drive for attainment, individual teaching styles are not always given as much weight as I would want. Similarly teaching can affect assessment and time to find alternative tasks are limited. Self-assessment is often a real choice to see how they feel they’ve done.”
“No. The curriculum content is large and there is no slack time to allow much discussion.”

There were, however, those who felt they did have a sufficient amount of time, but mostly for 1st to 4th year only.

“Mostly yes, although in Higher and Advanced Higher, there is a bit of time pressure.”

Students too were also then asked whether they were aware of their teachers assessing their continuous progress within the class. Most of them were not.

“Occasionally. When a teacher walks around the classroom and inspects your work, then I’m aware of them. But other than that, no, I’m not aware of the teacher assessing me.”

With the Scottish system working the way it does, it was evident that most work throughout the year was focused towards the final assessment, which includes tests and exams.  The result of this meant that they were consistently graded, which was one of the main methods used by teachers to give feedback to their students.

Also, in the questionnaire, students were asked whether they felt their grades were an accurate reflection of their understanding of a topic (Figure 2).
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Figure 2 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I feel my grades are an accurate reflection of my understanding of a topic.’  

The neutral result suggests that while grades are a useful method when implementing a successful education system, they may not necessarily convey a full understanding of a subject.

Teachers also felt that there were methods of giving feedback other than grades and written comments. They found that oral or verbal feedback was quite useful.

“Day to day formative assessment is the modern pedagogy.  However, at the end of the year it is external exam marks that parents want.”

Some teachers felt that grading was sometimes a harsh method of giving feedback. They felt that it had to be used in combination with verbal or oral comments.

“Written comments often seem harsh. Grades have a stigma: a ‘C’ is fine, a ‘D’ is bad…50% happy, 49% unhappy.  The difference?!”
“In S3, a colleague stopped putting marks such as 13/30 or 28/32 on home exercises as it was claimed to be de-motivating to low achievers. I agree with this and in S2 I have started a similar scheme.”

“Research shows that percentage and comments are sometimes ineffective. Comments only, are possibly better. This is fine for homework, but for assessments you must have something to feed back to parents, Head-teachers and National bodies.”

Research showed that feedback was essential as it affects the motivation of the student to learn. 

“Motivation is a key factor in learning. Positive feedback can inspire pupils to try harder, it can highlight progress and it can make them want to learn more.”

“Different types of feedback are needed for different pupils. One size does not fit all. Some require encouragement, some other form of skills to motivate them.”

When students on the other hand were asked whether they felt there was enough feedback in the class, most felt there was. However, some disagreed. 

“No, not all the time because you don’t always get to know how you’re doing in school until your report or after big tests.”

“Not really because we only get feedback when we get our reports.”

Students also felt that oral comments or one-on-one speaking with the teacher was effective when giving feedback.

“When a teacher talks to me about what I have done well or what I haven’t done well in, it’s better than written comments.”
“I want to discuss my progress.”

When teachers were asked whether they feel they need to vary the methods of feedback they use, one teacher commented:

“Yes, formal assessment requires formal feedback. This is signed for and maybe used to report back on pupils progress to parents. Informal assessment is used to inform students on their progress and how to improve, before they are formally assessed.”
Considering how the school system worked, the level of interaction depended on the work required from the student.  With the school approaching exam time, interaction between students and teachers was at its lowest, and some students felt that there should be more.  This gave an indication that it is important to have more communication and interaction between teacher and students concerning their results.  There was a general view from both students and teachers that in order for assessment to be successful there is a need for variation, especially when giving feedback.  

6.2 Peer Assessment
During a normal school day or a lesson the teacher does not only assess students; they also assess each other.  This can be achieved by going over each other’s work or just discussing different points of views on a topic or solutions for a problem.  In contrast to teacher-student assessment peer, assessment means being measured and hopefully getting feedback from somebody on the same level.  Because of the fact that the teacher still has a big influence on the time given to the students to assess, help or criticise their work or opinions during a lesson, it is necessary to get their point of view on how effective they believe peer assessment is.

The general opinion was that it was of limited use, but this was for a variety of reasons.

“Depends. Can create an obsession with being better than your friends!”

“At times, depends on the maturity of the group.”

“In limited circumstances. Pupils are often too strict and lack of knowledge of all possible variations in answer a question might produce.”

“Sometimes, but you have to be careful. If they are giving clear guidelines it could be helpful, but it should not be used as a final assessment.”

This shows that most of the teachers see potential in this method, but also a need for guidelines and limitations for using it within the classroom.  The last statement clarified that student-student interaction is not useful to finally assess a student or to give them a grade.  Therefore the effectiveness of it must be for another reason otherwise they would not have seen a potential use in it.  One teacher gave a possible explanation:

“It allows them to see others mistakes and possibly explain back to the other students so they understand.”

To find out if this is the case and to look at possible reasons and explanations, we also obtained the students’ point of view.  It was hard to find any student-student interaction and therefore peer assessment in the shadowed classes, probably because of the revision time and the exams ahead.  Asked why there is not much interaction, especially initiated by the students themselves, we got different answers such as:

“Students would raise their hands if they were unsure about anything; no interaction or questions mean they understand everything.”

This reflects the generally recognised understanding of interaction by the students:  asking the teacher for further explanation of a topic.

However, especially in language classes, students were sometimes asked to assess each other’s work by going over their essays and marking them instead or as well as the teacher.  Asked on how useful this procedure is for them, one student said:

“I think it is helpful to get another student to mark my essay because sometimes they can explain easier how to improve my answers.”

Beside this some students also mentioned that it is necessary to ask dedicated and mature students in order to get useful feedback.  But also interesting is that, as the above quote shows, allowing other students to assess their work is useful if it helps to give good answers and perform better in a test.
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Figure 3 – Percentage of students who agree and disagree with the statements ‘I often ask my classmates opinion on my work’ and ‘I find it helpful to get criticism on my work from my fellow students’.

The questionnaire however shows there is no clear tendency in the students’ opinion if it is useful to get other students feedback on their work or to ask them for it (Figure 3).  The fact that we did not observe much peer assessment during our shadowing gives one possible explanation for these results. The students are perhaps not really aware of what this kind of assessment is and therefore how useful it is.  

But do the students generally think and feel there is enough opportunity given to discuss their work with fellow pupils?  This produced a mixed response:

“I would like more interaction although the work we are doing is quite individual based.”

“For me there is enough interaction with my classmates”
The questionnaire indicates that students feel they get enough opportunities to discuss their work with their fellow students (Figure 4).
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Figure 4 – Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I get enough opportunity to discuss my work with my fellow students’  


In conclusion, both teachers and students are aware of problems connected with peer assessment.  Both estimate its’ usefulness by how much it helps the individual student to perform better in the next test, which is only possible if used in restricted forms and with certain guidelines. The most commonly held advantage from the students’ view is the possibility of obtaining an alternative explanation that is easier to understand than the teachers, which will then enable them to perform better in the next test and to get better marks.  However, it is not often used, probably because there are more effective ways to reach this aim, for example asking the teacher for a second, more in depth explanation.  Therefore most students are confident with the amount of opportunities to discuss their work with their classmates.  It was interesting to note that neither teachers nor students recognised the potential for students to improve their learning by giving feedback to their peers, not only by receiving feedback.
6.3 Teacher Assessment
As stated previously, teachers have their own definitions of the purpose of assessment and their role in providing it.  However, this section will look at how assessment works in BHS.  The research methods used have provided a clear picture of this process. 

The first thing that was examined was how the teachers were basically assessing the students in BHS.  What was observed during the shadowing was that the classes are very much aimed for individual work, which was appreciated by the students.

"I worked hard because I like working on my own, not because I like the subject or because I'm ambitious"

Shadowing observations indicated that the individual studies made the classes quite similar. There was silence and not much variation. The shadowed students mentioned that this was only temporary though.

“If we are revising it works like this, else it’s more relaxed”

Students even mentioned that one of the schools strengths was that it had a quite relaxed atmosphere.

"I like this school because it's casual, no school uniforms an such things"

Both teachers and the students felt that the teachers have a good idea on how to make lessons more varied and interesting.

“Mix, mix, mix. Use Q&A, whiteboard discussions, exam answer examples, paper notes, pupils’ own notes and pupil presentations”. (Teacher)

"The teachers explanations are like small stories much more interesting to listen to and remember than pure facts". (Student)

“The teacher adds variation to the lesson such as practical projects, and this makes the lesson a lot less boring.”

When students were asked if they were aware of continuously being assessed most said they were usually unaware of it.  However, when asked how they feel when they are aware of being assessed there was an interesting response.

"Someone is keeping an eye on you so it makes you want to do better in your work"

“When I get assessed I try as hard as I can. It makes me learn”

"I feel more motivated when being assessed as I want to prove to myself that I can do the subject and I’m good. I do feel assessment is quite stressful though and I tend to panic so I prefer pieces of assessment before hand so I can use my plan to help me calm down and help me with my work”

This suggests that awareness of assessment has the potential to help students.  However, it must be done in the right way as some students may become agitated by assessment, which could make it potentially ineffective.  Interestingly, one teacher mentioned that a good method to combat this would be to make assessment appear to be a game, thus removing the stressful feeling which assessment can bring.
Another aspect to be determined was how effective feedback is.  That is, do students gain a better understanding of the subject when the teacher gives them feedback?  It was found that 70% of students questioned felt that teachers comments helped them understand the subject they are learning, while less than 10% disagreed (Figure 8).  
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Figure 5 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘Teachers comments on my work help me understand the subject I am learning’
As well as aiding learning by helping a student understand a subject, feedback can also motivate students to learn more, as nearly 80% of students sampled concurred (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘Positive comments about my work made by the teacher encourage me to learn more’

However, feedback as a motivational factor was almost always effective when positive, but only occasionally when negative.  

“To much negative comments leads to negative pathways” (Teacher)

When asked whether negative feedback was motivational, students gave a neutral response.  This suggests that, generally, feedback should be positive and constructive on order for it to motivate students but some students will find negative feedback motivational, often because they want to prove they can do better.

“Both negative and positive comments spur me on to do better” (Student)

Generally, is evident that both students and teachers think that positive feedback is more encouraging than negative.  

“Positive feedback should help motivate the students. Teachers should be tactful about negative feedback” (Teacher)

However, it can also be seen that negative feedback can spur some students on, if given tactfully and if that particular student is capable of using negative feedback in an effective manner.

“A good teacher should be aware of how feedback will affect an individual student and vary it accordingly i.e. some students can be challenged while others need support”  (Teacher)
During the research it was observed that the feedback given was mostly in the form of written comments on the students work.  So the next step was to examine what forms of feedback students felt were useful for their learning (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7 – Mean student response of students who find verbal advice, written comments or practical demonstrations useful to their learning.

It was determined that students find all forms useful, with written comments deemed slightly less useful (Figure 7), but the basic feeling is that different forms are useful at particular times. 

"Different forms of feedback gives me more of an idea of what I'm going to do." 

" (Practical demonstration) is visual feedback and I think it is helpful"

"I find that if there is something I'm having a lot of difficulty understanding then having a personal or small group discussion with the teacher is very helpful" 

It can be seen, therefore, that students believe that any feedback is useful but some feel different forms should be used depending upon what is being assessed.  Also, some feel there should be more feedback. 

"I feel that there could be more feedback given. I always find feedback from teachers very helpful, but sometimes the teachers don’t give feedback, so I have to ask for them about anything I am unsure of" 

Another aspect which affects the effectiveness of feedback is in what situation it is given (Figure 8).
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Figure 8 – Mean response of students when asked how motivated they feel by feedback made by the teacher to the whole class, the individual within the class and the individual outside the class.

This shows that students prefer to be given individual feedback but that it was not significantly important whether it was given within or outside of the classroom.

6.2 Self Assessment

In order for students to effectively assess themselves, it is important that they set aims and targets from which they can determine their progress.  Some students said this was something they consciously did, while others did not set any specific aims.

 “I always set myself goals, such as achieving a ‘1’ in my standard grade maths, I worked hard towards it. When I achieved my goal, I decided to take higher maths and now I’m currently working towards achieving at least a ‘B’”

“My only aim was to get through the year”.

There was a neutral result when students were asked whether they often set targets for themselves (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I often set targets for myself in my studies.’
After analysing the data collected from the student questionnaires, it was evident that students did well in assessments for themselves and their family but less so for their teachers or fellow students (Figure 10).  
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Figure 10 – Mean student response when asked if they do well in their studies for themselves, their family, teachers or other students/friends.

In relation to this statement, students mention in the SAQ’s and interviews that they would go outside of timetabled periods to improve their studies by asking friends, family and teachers for additional support.

“I ask friends and teachers they encourage me and suggest ways to help”

“I ask my step-dad for help. He will talk the problem through step-by-step until we find a solution. He won’t just give me the answer; he makes me think about it and research my answers”.
“Usually I ask my friends first to see if they understand, but if I don’t understand what they tell me, then I ask the teacher in my study period. The teacher then explains the question to me and gives me extra revision on the subject if I ask for it” “I always find teachers comments helpful as they help me to see which bits I’m doing correctly and which bits I need work on. I then work on the bits that need work and try to improve my work”.
Students’ ability to understand (Figure 11) and improve (Figure 12) their weaknesses by themselves is essential to self-assessment and self-improvement.  For both aspects, most students at Brae agreed that they were aware of their weaknesses and tried to improve them by themselves.
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Figure 11 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I am aware of the strengths and weaknesses in the subjects I study.’
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Figure 12 - Percentage of students who agree or disagree with the statement ‘I try to improve weaknesses in my studies by myself.’

In conclusion it can be seen that self-assessment plays a vital role in learning.  A large percentage of students actively seek to continuously assess themselves, attempting to improve upon their learning by seeking help out-with the classroom environment.  

Section 7:  Conclusion

Brae High school is an example of a typical Scottish educational institute, where the ultimate aim of all teaching is to get the students to achieve the highest grades possible.  However, this is not always conducive to providing adequate feedback as pressure is put on the teacher’s to complete the required syllabus.

The research highlighted the fact that students were aware of the importance of feedback to their learning.  Although there was a general feeling from the students that there was sufficient amount of feedback, they also expressed that they would like a greater variety and more in-depth feedback.  They also said they would like to receive feedback from their teachers individually, whether within the classroom or outside.  Most students also said they were seldom aware of the teacher’s informal assessment of them.

Students and teachers agreed that there were both negative and positive aspects of a close student-teacher relationship.  However, both were aware that this relationship could be taken advantage of by some students, so it would need to be carefully developed.

Due to the formal nature of the classes, feedback was often given in a written form as opposed to verbal comments or practical demonstrations.  From the research it was evident that students felt that all forms should be used but that it depended upon the situation where feedback was required.

Another interesting observation was that student-student interaction was rare within the classroom.  Both teachers and students felt that it was not useful to learning but for different reasons.  Teachers felt that students did not have the knowledge of effective assessment to make it useful, while the students did not feel that it was useful and did not take it seriously.

Generally research results indicated that with the combination of the education system along with the methods used by the teacher, the students understanding of good learning meant achieving good results.  Therefore, students believed they were being taught successfully and sufficiently and remained focused on excelling in their studies.

It could then be said that because of the Scottish educational system, teachers are assessing their student’s knowledge effectively but not necessarily their learning.

Appendix A: Contact Details

The Learning School 6 group would like to encourage continued contact with the schools that it has visited. To this end, below are web addresses and email details connected with the project.

The Learning School website has reports of past and present schools and presentation slides available for download. Discussion forums are also free for visitors to take advantage of by offering comment on Learning School 6’s continuing work.

We look forward to hearing from you online!

Learning School Website:

www.learningschool.org
Global Classroom Website:
www.globalclassroom.cz
Email Details:



Project Organiser, Stewart Hay 







stewarthay@shetland.biblio.net






s.hay@zetnet.co.uk






LS6 Coordinators







nisbae@gmail.com






allansinclair@hotmail.com
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Appendix B: Sample Questionnaire
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Learning School 6

Student Questionnaire

Gender (Please Circle):

Male

Female

Age:

Section 1
Instructions & Example

Please note: The information you provide in this questionnaire is confidential and will not be linked with your name or shared with your teachers, so please be as honest as possible!

Overleaf are statements that students have made about learning, exams, and assessment in the classroom. What we would like you to do is to rate how much you think the statement applies to you on a five-point scale.

For example... 
Question 1 is “I often feel nervous or worried about exams”. If you think that the statement applies Very Strongly to yourself then you should circle point 5 on the scale provided, as shown below (only circle one point, it may seem obvious, but you would be surprised…)

	Strongly Disagree

   1
	Disagree

   2
	Neutral

   3
	Agree

  4
	Strongly Agree


   5


…and so on throughout the section. Please turn over to begin section 1.

	
1) I often feel nervous or worried about exams.
	Strongly

Disagree

1
	Disagree

2
	Neutral

3
	Agree

4
	Strongly

Agree

5

	2) I often seek more feedback on my work from my teachers.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3) I often get my family to look over my work and offer advice.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4) I often set targets for myself in my studies.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	5) I find it easier to learn the more I interact with teachers. 
	1
	2
	3
	4


	5

	6) I get enough opportunity to discuss my school work with my fellow students.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	7) I try to improve weaknesses in my studies by myself.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	8) Negative comments about my work made by the teacher encourage me to learn more.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	9) Teachers comments on my work help me understand the subject I am learning.


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	10) It is important to me that my teacher knows that I understand a subject.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	11) I often ask my classmates opinion on my work.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	12) I find it helpful to get criticism on my work from my fellow students. 
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	13) If I get a poor mark in a test, I tend to lose motivation.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	14) How I think I have done in a test is more important than the mark I receive.


	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


	
15) I have no problems discussing the assessment of my work with my teacher. 
	Strongly

Disagree

1
	Disagree

2
	Neutral

3
	Agree

4
	Strongly

Agree

5



	16) I try much harder to learn when there is a test approaching.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	17) I am aware of my strengths and weaknesses in the subjects I study.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	18) If there were no exams or tests, I would continue to work with the same motivation as I do at present.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	19) I get sufficient opportunity to interact with my teacher in my class.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	20)  Positive comments about my work made by the teacher encourage me to learn more.
	1
	2
	3


	4
	5

	21) I often think back and reflect on what I have learned in my studies.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	22) I feel my grades are an accurate reflection of my understanding of a topic.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	23) I am comfortable answering questions in class, even if I am unsure about the answer.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	24) When I get good grades, I feel my learning is sufficient and lose motivation to learn more.
	1
	2
	3
	4


	5

	25) I try to improve my learning by always attempting more difficult tasks. 
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Section 2

Question 26

Please rate on the 1 to 5 scale how useful each of the following forms of assessment are to your understanding of your subjects.

	Examinations & Class Tests
	Not Useful at All


1
	Not Really Useful

2
	Undecided

3
	Useful

4
	Very

Useful

5

	Oral Exams
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Practical Projects
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Group Work
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Teacher’s Comments
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Question 27

Rate on the 1 to 5 scale how motivated you feel by feedback made by the teacher to….

	
The whole class
	Not Motivated at all

1
	Not Very Motivated

2
	Undecided

3
	A Little Motivated

4
	Very Motivated

5

	Just myself within the classroom
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Just myself outside the classroom
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Question 28

Rate how useful each of the following forms of feedback are to your learning. Please add any additional types of feedback you find useful in the Other box below.

	Verbal Advice
	Not Useful at all


1
	Not Really Useful

2
	Undecided

3
	Useful

4
	Very Useful

5

	Written Comments
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Practical Demonstrations
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


Question 29

When studying and doing assessments I want to do well for…

	Myself
	Not at all


1
	Not really

2
	Some

3
	A little

4
	A Lot

5

	Family
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Teachers
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Friends
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


If you are interested in any of the topics mentioned in this questionnaire and would like to know more or take part in further research, please feel free to write your name & class in the box provided below and separate it from the questionnaire. Or just come to see the group, we will be in Room X during our stay at your school. We are very keen to hear from you!




Remember: All information you supply is confidential, & your name will not be linked with your responses in the questionnaire.

Whilst at your school the Learning School group will be carrying out interviews, classroom observations, group discussions, and you will be invited to take part in as many or as little of these as you wish. It’s a good opportunity for you to give your views on your school, so we encourage you to take part.

Thanks again,

The Learning School 6 Team
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