Inside the Black Box. Raising Standards through Classroom Assessment.  Black and Wiliam


Learning is driven by what teachers and pupils do in the class.
In terms of systems engineering, present policy seems to treat the classroom as a black box. Certain inputs from the outside are fed in or make demands-pupils, teachers, other resources, management rules and requirements, parental anxieties, tests with pressures to score highly, and so on. Some outputs follow, hopefully pupils who are more knowledgeable and competent, better test results, teachers who are more or less satisfied, and more or less exhausted. But what is happening inside? How can anyone be sure that a particular set of new inputs will produce better outputs if we don't at least study what happens inside?

The answer usually given is that it is up to teachers-they have to make the inside work better. This answer is not good enough for two reasons. First, it is at least possible that some changes in the inputs may be counter-productive-making it harder for teachers to raise standards. Secondly, it seems strange, even unfair, to leave the most difficult piece of the standards-raising task entirely to teachers. If there are possible ways in which policy makers and others can give direct help and support to the everyday classroom task of achieving better learning, then surely these ways ought to be pursued vigorously.

None of the reform items mentioned in the first paragraph is aimed at direct help and support. To be sure, inspections do look inside classrooms, and insofar as they focus on what is happening there they draw attention to important issues. But they are not designed to give help and support, recommendations being in very general terms.



First: Is there evidence that improving formative assessment raises standards? 

Second: Is there evidence that there is room for improvement?

Third: Is there evidence about how to improve formative assessment?

First: Is there evidence that improving formative assessment raises standards? 
The conclusion we reach from the full review is that the answer to each of the above three questions is a clear 'Yes'.

Many of them show that improved formative assessment helps the (so-called) low attainers more than the rest, and so reduces the spread of attainment whilst also raising it overall.

Second: Is there evidence that there is room for improvement?
"Marking is usually conscientious but often fails to offer guidance on how work can be improved. In a significant minority of cases, marking reinforces under-achievement and under-expectation by being too generous or unfocused. Information about pupil performance received by the teacher is insufficiently used to inform subsequent work."
(OFSTED general report on secondary schools 1996, p.40. )

"Why is the extent and nature of formative assessment in science so impoverished?"
(UK secondary science teachers-Daws and Singh, 1996 UK )

"The criteria used were 'virtually invalid by external standards'"
(French primary teachers-Grisay, 1991 )

" Indeed they pay lip service to it but consider that its practice is unrealistic in the present educational context"
(Canadian secondary teachers-Dassa, Vazquez-Abad and Ajar, 1993 ).

The most important difficulties, which are found in the UK, but also elsewhere, may be briefly summarised in three groups. The first is concerned with effective learning : - 

· Teachers' tests encourage rote and superficial learning; this is seen even where teachers say they want to develop understanding-and many seem unaware of the inconsistency. 

· The questions and other methods used are not discussed with or shared between teachers in the same school, and they are not critically reviewed in relation to what they actually assess. 

· For primary teachers particularly, there is a tendency to emphasise quantity and presentation of work and to neglect its quality in relation to learning.

The second group is concerned with negative impact : -

· The giving of marks and the grading functions are over-emphasised, while the giving of useful advice and the learning function are under-emphasised. 

· Use of approaches in which pupils are compared with one another, the prime purpose of which appears to them to be competition rather than personal improvement. In consequence, assessment feedback teaches pupils with low attainments that they lack 'ability', so they are de-motivated, believing that they are not able to learn.

The third group focuses on the managerial role of assessments

· Teachers' feedback to pupils often seems to serve social and managerial functions, often at the expense of the learning functions. 

· Teachers are often able to predict pupils' results on external tests-because their own tests imitate them-but at the same time they know too little about their pupils' learning needs. 

· The collection of marks to fill up records is given greater priority than the analysis of pupils' work to discern learning needs; furthermore, some teachers pay no attention to the assessment records of previous teachers of their pupils.

Of course, not all of these descriptions apply to all classrooms, and indeed there will be many schools and classrooms to which they do not apply at all. Nevertheless, these general conclusions have all been drawn by authors in several countries, including the UK, who have collected evidence by observation, interviews and questionnaires from many schools.

Is there evidence about how to improve formative assessment?
The self-esteem of pupils

" ... a number of pupils .... are content to 'get by' .... Every teacher who wants to practice formative assessment must reconstruct the teaching contracts so as to counteract the habits acquired by his pupils"
(Perrenoud, 1991 talking of pupils in Switzerland )

What is needed is a culture of success, backed by a belief that all can achieve. Formative assessment can be a powerful weapon here if it is communicated in the right way. Whilst it can help all pupils, it gives particularly good results with low achievers where it concentrates on specific problems with their work, and gives them both a clear understanding of what are wrong and achievable targets for putting it right. Pupils can accept and work with such messages, provided that they are not clouded by overtones about ability, competition and comparison with others. In summary, the message can be stated as follows:

· Feedback to any pupil should be about the particular qualities of his or her work, with advice on what he or she can do to improve (feed forward), and should avoid comparisons with other pupils.

What this amounts to is that self-assessment by pupils, far from being a luxury, is in fact an essential component of formative assessment. Where anyone is trying to learn, feedback about their efforts has three elements-the desired goal, the evidence about their present position, and some understanding of a way to close the gap between the two (Sadler, 1989). All three must to a degree be understood by anyone before they can take action to improve their learning. 
Such argument is consistent with more general ideas established by research into the way that people learn. New understandings are not simply swallowed and stored in isolation-they have to be assimilated in relation to pre-existing ideas. The new and the old may be inconsistent or even in conflict, and the disparities have to be resolved by thoughtful actions taken by the learner. Realising that there are new goals for the learning is an essential part of this process.

· For formative assessment to be productive, pupils should be trained in self-assessment so that they can understand the main purposes of their learning and thereby grasp what they need to do to achieve.
To begin at the beginning, the choice of tasks for class and home work is important. Tasks have to be justified in terms of the learning aims that they serve, and they can only work well if opportunities for pupils to communicate their evolving understanding are built into the planning.. 

· Opportunities for pupils to express their understanding should be designed into any piece of teaching, for this will initiate the interaction whereby formative assessment aids learning.
· The dialogue between pupils and a teacher should be thoughtful, reflective, focused to evoke and explore understanding, and conducted so that all pupils have an opportunity to think and to express their ideas. 

· Tests and homework exercises can be an invaluable guide to learning, but the exercises must be clear and relevant to learning aims. The feedback on them should give each of the pupils’ guidance on how to improve, and each must be given opportunity and help to work at the improvement.
All these points make clear that there is no one simple way to improve formative assessment. What is common to them is that a teacher's approach should start by being realistic-confronting the question "Do I really know enough about the understanding of my pupils to be able to help each of them?”
The evidence is that ways of managing formative assessment which work with the assumptions of 'un-tapped potential' do help all pupils to learn and can give particular help to those who have previously fallen behind.

1. Learning from development
Teachers will not take up attractive sounding ideas, albeit based on extensive research, if these are presented as general principles which leave entirely to them the task of translating them into everyday practice-their classroom lives are too busy and too fragile for this to be possible for all but an outstanding few. What they need is a variety of living examples of implementation, by teachers with whom they can identify and from whom they can both derive conviction and confidence that they can do better, and see concrete examples of what doing better means in practice.

2. Dissemination
It has to be emphasised that implementing formative assessment will inevitably be a slow development. To repeat what was said above, if the substantial rewards of which the evidence holds out promise are to be secured, this will only come about if each teacher finds his or her own ways of incorporating the lessons and ideas that are set out above into his or her own patterns of classroom work.. Even with optimum training and support, this will take time.

3. Reducing obstacles
"Most of the teachers in this study were caught in conflicts among belief systems, and institutional structures, agendas, and values. The point of friction among these conflicts was assessment, which was associated with very powerful feelings of being overwhelmed, and of insecurity, guilt, frustration, and anger. This study suggests that assessment, as it occurs in schools, is far from a merely technical problem. Rather, it is deeply social and personal."
(US secondary language teachers-Johnston et al., 1995 )

As already pointed out, enhancing the quality of learning through improved formative feedback takes classroom time, and is in conflict where teachers feel under pressure to 'cover' a statutory curriculum. An important contribution here would be a reduction in the content of that curriculum when it is revised for the years 2000.

4. Research
Examples of research questions for the future could be a study of the ways in which teachers understand and deal with the relationship between their formative and summative roles, or a comparative study of the predictive validity of teachers' summative assessments compared with external test results. Many more examples could be formulated, and it would be important for future development that some of the many problems should be tackled by basic research. At the same time, experienced researchers would also have a vital role to play in the evaluation of the development programmes proposed above.

Are we serious about raising standards ?
The main plank of our argument is that standards are raised only by changes which are put into direct effect by teachers and pupils in classrooms. There is a body of firm evidence that formative assessment is an essential feature of classroom work and that development of it can raise standards. We know of no other way of raising standards for which such a strong prima facie case can be made on the basis of evidence of such large learning gains.

Our education system has been subjected to many far-reaching initiatives which, whilst taken in reaction to concerns about existing practices, have been based on little evidence about their potential to meet those concerns. In our study of formative assessment there can be seen, for once, firm evidence that indicates clearly a direction for change which could improve standards of learning. Our plea is that national policy will grasp this opportunity and give a lead in this direction. 
