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Why we need to raise achievement

• In advanced economies, over the next 20 to 30 
years
– 25% to 35% of work could be offshored

– About half the work being done right now could be done 
by machines with existing technology

• 15-year-olds in rich countries without the skills 
needed to participate effectively in society:
– Reading: ~15%

– Mathematics: ~20%
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The challenge

• Higher and higher levels of educational 
achievement are needed

• But we also need our students to leave us with a 
desire to carry on learning
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Things we’ve tried

• Class-size reduction

• Paying good teachers more

• Copying other countries

• Differentiated instruction

• Grit

• Educational neuroscience

• Professional learning communities
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Using research intelligently

• Five questions to ask of research
1. Does this solve a problem we have?
2. If we do this, how much faster will our students learn?
3. What will be the cost:

• In money?
• In teacher time?

4. Can we implement it here?
5. Do we know what to do?

• Educators need to be critical consumers of 
educational research

• Currently two ‘best bets’
– Curriculum development
– Formative assessment
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Why formative assessment 
needs to be a priority

8



Formative assessment: The intuitive case

• A principle and an uncomfortable fact about the world
– The principle:

• "If I had to reduce all of educational psychology to just one principle, 
I would say this: The most important single factor influencing 
learning is what the learner already knows. Ascertain this and teach 
him [or her] accordingly” (Ausubel, 1968 p. vi)

– The uncomfortable fact:
• Students do not learn what we teach.

– What is learning?
• Learning is a change in long-term memory (Kirschner et al., 2006)

• The fact that someone can do something now does not mean they 
will be able to do it in six weeks, but

• If they cannot do something now, it is highly unlikely they will be 
able to do it in six weeks
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Building Plan “B” into Plan “A”
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Formative Assessment: A contested term

Span

Length

Impact

Long-cycle Medium-cycle Short-cycle

Across terms, 
teaching units

Four weeks to
one year

Monitoring, 
curriculum 
alignment

Within and 
between 
lessons

Minute-by-min
ute and 

day-by-day

Within and 
between 

teaching units

One to four 
weeks

Student-involve
d assessment
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Engagement and responsiveness
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Formative Assessment: A contested term

Span

Length

Impact

Long-cycle Medium-cycle Short-cycle

Across terms, 
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Four weeks to
one year
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curriculum 
alignment

Within and 
between 
lessons
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Where the learner 
is going

Where the learner
is now

How to get 
the learner there

Teacher

Peer

Student

Unpacking Formative Assessment

Clarifying, 
sharing, and 

understanding 
learning 

intentions

Eliciting evidence 
of learning

Providing 
feedback that 

moves learners 
forward

Activating students as learning
resources for one another

Activating students as
owners of their own learning
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Strategies and practical 
techniques for classroom 
formative assessment

15



Clarifying, sharing and 
understanding learning 
intentions
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Share learning intentions

• Share learning intentions and success criteria when 

appropriate (not necessarily at the beginning)

• Use planning and writing frames judiciously

• Start with examples rather than rubrics

– Don’t give a single example of the best work

– Don’t conflate intended and unintended features

• Ask students to assess work of anonymous others

• Over time, reduce use of student-friendly language

• Ask students to design their own test questions.
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Eliciting evidence
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Eliciting evidence

• Two good reasons to ask a question
– To cause thinking

– To collect evidence to inform instruction

• No hands up (except to ask a question)
– No opting out

– Cold call

• Avoiding questions altogether

• All student response systems
– Decision-driven data collection

– Finger voting, dry erase boards, exit tickets
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Providing feedback that 
moves learners forward
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Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Change goal Reduce aspiration Increase aspiration

Abandon goal Decide goal is too hard Decide goal is too easy

Reject feedback Feedback is ignored Feedback is ignored

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Change goal Reduce aspiration Increase aspiration

Abandon goal Decide goal is too hard Decide goal is too easy

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Change goal Reduce aspiration Increase aspiration

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Change goal Reduce aspiration Increase aspiration

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Change behavior Increase effort Exert less effort

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

falls short of goal exceeds goal

Response type Feedback indicates performance…

Why getting feedback right is hard

Kluger and DeNisi (1996); Wiliam (2011)



Practical techniques for feedback

• Key idea: feedback should:
– Cause thinking
– Provide guidance on how to improve

• Four-quarters marking
– Individual feedback
– Whole-class feedback
– Peer assessment
– Self assessment

• Comment-only marking
• Focused marking
• Explicit reference to mark-schemes/rubrics
• Not giving complete solutions
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Activating students as 
learning resources for 
one another
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Peer-assessment and self-assessment

• Ladder of feedback (Perkins, 2003)
– Clarify
– Value
– Concerns
– Suggest

• Choose-swap-choose
• Peer assessment as stepping stone to self-assessment

– Assessment of anonymous peers
– Assessment of actual peers
– Assessment of own work

• Group questions
• Best composite response
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Activating students as 
owners of their own 
learning
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Help students own their own learning

• Students assessing their own work: 
– With rubrics

– With exemplars

• Self-assessment of understanding:
– Learning portfolio

– Traffic lights

– Red/green discs

– Coloured cups

– Plus/minus/interesting
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+/–/interesting: responses for “+”

• I got that ball-park estimates are supposed to be simple
• I know that you have to look at it and say “OK”
• I know that when I am adding the number I end up with must be 

bigger than the one I started at
• I get most of the problems
• It was easy for me because on the first one it says 328 so I took the 

2 and made it a 12
• I know that we would have to regroup
• I know how to do plus and minus because we have been doing it 

for a long time
• I get it when you cross out a number and make it a new one
• I know that when you can’t – from both colomes you go to the 

third colome and take that from it
• I know that when my answer is right the ball park estimate is close 

to it
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+/–/interesting: responses for “–”

• I am still a tiny bit confused about subtraction regrouping
• I am a little bit confused about ball park estimates
• I get confused because sometimes I don’t get the problem
• I am confused when you subtract really big numbers like 1,000 

something
• I’m still a little bit confused about regrouping
• Minus is confusing when you have to regroup twice
• Minus is a little bit hard when you have to regroup
• I don’t understand when you borrow which colome you borrow 

from when both are 0
• I am a little confused about when you need to subtract
• I am still confused about showing what I did to solve the 

problem
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+/–/interesting: responses for “interesting”

• Carrying the number over to the next number
• It’s interesting how some people go to the nearest hundred 

while some go to the nearest ten
• It’s interesting how some have to regroup twice
• It’s pretty interesting about how you have to work really 

hard
• I am interested in borrowing because I didn’t just get it yet. I 

want to really get to know it
• I find it weird that you could just keep going from colome to 

colome when you need to borrow
• On the ball park estimate it is easy but sometimes hard
• I really think that regrouping is pretty amazing
• It is cool how addition and subtraction regrouping is just 

moving numbers and you could get it right easily
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Help students own their own learning

• Students assessing their own work: 
– With rubrics

– With exemplars

• Self-assessment of understanding:
– Learning portfolio

– Traffic lights

– Red/green discs

– Coloured cups

– Plus/minus/interesting

– Practice testing
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What makes effective 
teacher learning?
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• We have to focus on recovering from covid-related 
learning loss

• We don’t have time

• Formative assessment means more work for 
teachers

• If I can’t get everyone doing it, there’s no point
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A model for teacher learning

• Content, then process

• Content (what we want teachers to change):
– Evidence

– Ideas (strategies and techniques)

• Process (how to go about change):
– Choice

– Flexibility

– Small steps

– Accountability

– Support
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Supportive accountability

• What is needed from teachers:
– A commitment to:

• The continual improvement of practice

• Focus on those things that make a difference to students

• What is needed from leaders:
– A commitment to engineer effective learning 

environments for teachers by:
• Creating expectations for continually improving practice

• Keeping the focus on the things that make a difference to 
students

• Providing the time, space, dispensation, and support for 
innovation

• Supporting risk-taking
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Teacher learning 
communities

38



Teacher learning communities

• Plan that the TLC will run for two years.
• Identify 10 to 12 interested colleagues:

– Composition:
• Similar assignments (e.g., early years, math/science)
• Mixed subject/mixed phase
• Hybrid

• Secure institutional support for:
– Monthly meetings (75–120 minutes each, inside or outside 

school time)
– Time between meetings (two hours per month in school 

time):
• Collaborative planning
• Peer observation

– Any necessary waivers from school policies
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A “signature pedagogy” for teacher learning

• Every monthly TLC meeting should follow the same 
structure and sequence of activities:
– Activity 1: Introduction (5 minutes)

– Activity 2: Starter activity (5 minutes)

– Activity 3: Feedback (25–50 minutes)

– Activity 4: New learning about formative assessment       
(20–40 minutes)

– Activity 5: Personal action planning (15 minutes)

– Activity 6: Review of learning (5 minutes)
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Every TLC needs a leader

• The job of the TLC leader(s):
– To ensure that all necessary resources (including 

refreshments!) are available at meetings

– To ensure that the agenda is followed

– To maintain a collegial and supportive environment

• But most important of all:
– It is not to be the formative assessment “expert.”
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Peer observation

• Run to the agenda of the observed, not the 
observer:
– Observed teacher specifies focus of observation:

• E.g., teacher wants to increase wait time.

– Observed teacher specifies what counts as evidence:
• Provides observer with a stopwatch to log wait times.

– Observed teacher owns any notes made during the 
observation.
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To find out more…

www.dylanwiliamcenter.com
www.dylanwiliam.net
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To find out even more…

www.dylanwiliamcenter.com
www.dylanwiliam.net
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Thank You

www.dylanwiliam.net
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