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In my experience, teaching is about sensitivity and adaptation. It is about adjusting to the here-and-now circumstances of particular students. It is about making moment-by-moment decisions as a lesson or activity progresses. Things that interest some students do not interest others. Things that work one day may not work the next day. What can be done quickly with one group has to be taken very slowly with another group. What one student finds easy to understand may confuse another student. In order to navigate the complexity of the circumstances in which a teacher works, it is not possible to follow a recipe. As a teacher, you make adaptations. You must. The important question is: What adaptations do you make. You can do it by a kind of blind trial and error, but it would be much better if you knew what kinds of adaptations were needed, and why.

Graham Nuthall, The Hidden Lives of Learners.
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Introduction



Why we no longer use the term ‘formative assessment’

When René and Dominique first met in September 2015, they had both been involved in the theory and practice of formative assessment for a few years – one as a mathematics teacher and the other as a researcher in the field of assessment and curriculum design. At that time the concept of formative assessment, or assessment for learning, was still largely unknown in Dutch education. Early adopters had embraced the concept around 2012, and by 2015 there was a cautious but growing interest in this ‘new’ perspective on assessment.

Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam wrote their seminal and very successful book Inside the Black Box in 1998. It took the Netherlands more than 15 years to make classroom assessment a sustainable theme in school development. While the Dutch system may have been slow to adopt these ideas, we also believe that it is currently amongst the frontrunners in the conceptualisation of formative assessment, and the design of effective programs for professional development in this area.

To contribute to the ongoing international discussion of the subject, we have decided to translate our Dutch book on formative action, and we hope that teachers, school leaders, researchers and other education professionals will find our insights valuable and useful.

This introduction will briefly outline the three key messages we would like to address in this book (and can be regarded as lessons we have learned from previous work and research on formative assessment): Language matters, formative action is a process, and this process should be embedded in a coherent curriculum design.



Language matters

The success of Inside the Black Box ensured that schools and policy makers in the United Kingdom fully embraced formative assessment, and many teachers and researchers in other countries followed. Even though the reception was one of enthusiasm, the implementation was less successful. This struggle was documented in 2016 in an international collection edited by Linda Allal and Dany Laveault, titled Assessment for Learning: Meeting the challenge of implementation.

One of the most important reasons why the implementation of formative assessment often fails is that teachers understand the concept incorrectly in a variety of ways. A commonly recurring misconception is that formative assessment is a kind of testing; one which requires grades to be replaced by feedback. Many of these problems originate from implicit assumptions about the word assessment (e.g. in ‘assessment for learning’ and ‘formative assessment’). Commonly teachers will think of an actual pen-and-paper-assessment when they hear or read those words – which of course is not at all surprising.

Teachers’ lack of understanding about the underlying principles of the concept can lead to inefficient and ineffective use of formative assessment in the classroom. Consequently, teachers can lose confidence that formative assessment will improve their students’ learning. This is regrettable, because often they will not actually have experienced ‘true’ formative assessment and seen its impact on student learning and motivation.

Given the potential for confusion around the term formative assessment and our blank slate in the Netherlands – we piloted a number of new terms and decided in 2018 to adopt formative action (Dutch: formatief handelen). With this term we were not only able to steer the thinking of teachers away from traditional views of assessment, but also crucially emphasise that acting – both by teachers and students – is at the heart of formative action. Today, ‘formative action’ is the preferred term in schools and policy circles in the Netherlands.

Our first key point is therefore simple: language matters. If a term leads to confusion and misconceptions, it is best to replace it. So, from this point, we will be using the term formative action rather than formative assessment.



Formative action is a process

A second key message is that formative action should be regarded as a process, not as an isolated activity. It is important to consciously work through the entirety of this process from start to finish in order for it to be effective. To help teachers understand which steps are essential, Oliver Caviglioli (Teaching Walkthrus) has helped us to design a new model for formative action. This model will be explained in detail in the first chapter.



From instrument to design

Formative action should be embedded in a coherent curriculum design. We have observed that teachers are inclined to take an instrumental approach to formative action – focusing on specific tools or teaching activities – without first considering their goal of function within the instructional process as a whole. We have concluded that in order to effectively apply formative action, teachers should focus on the goals of the curriculum instead of tackling isolated learning objectives in individual lessons. A teacher must be able to answer four questions: What do I want to achieve? Why is this important? How do I know if students have reached this goal? and What problems can I expect?

This has proved an important insight. Over the years we have often wondered during training sessions why only some teachers were able to incorporate our message into their work. We gave them all the tools they needed for formative action, why were they unable to put these into practice? How could it be that while some pioneering teachers managed to embed the theories we had provided them with into their daily teaching with ease, a majority of their colleagues did not?

In retrospect we have concluded that many of those pioneers had already answered our curricular questions. They had also translated the answers to these questions into a clear mental image of their goals, lesson structure, and the potential problems they might face and then incorporated these into their class and curriculum designs. However, many other teachers were unable to see these curricular goals and their interrelatedness as clearly. This, in effect, made them less able to implement formative action successfully. If you do not have a clear idea what you are trying to achieve then it is hard to measure progress towards that goal.

The third key message of this book is therefore that teachers will have to go through a design process before they can implement the formative process in their teaching practices. They will also have to consider carefully how formative action, the feedback process, and their curriculum goals interrelate (we will discuss this topic in the final chapter of this book). They will have to move from instrument to design.



Conclusion

Writing down our thoughts in books does not end our thinking. Our ideas will continue to develop, and more comprehensive ideas may even arise after publication! However, we think that the insights we have gained over the last six years are rich and useful enough to share.

Of course, we very much welcome the reader’s feedback, whether you are a teacher, a school leader, or head of department. It will make us even happier if this book motivates you to take action and to start the process of (re)designing your teaching practice. To help you take the first steps, we have created an online environment with videos, blogs, and other materials on formative action (https://www.formative-action.com).

Finally, we wish to extend our deepest gratitude to Hanneke Brouwers for her efforts in translating this book.
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