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This opinion piece questions the legitimacy of treating assessment for learning (AfL) as assessment. The distinction between testing and assessment is first made, then the defining characteristics of contemporary AfL are identified. While AfL claims to be assessment, my analysis argues that AfL is a pedagogical curriculum approach that has some process aspects of assessment. However, because of the interactive and in-the-moment characteristics of AfL, it fails to meet requirements of an assessment. Specifically, because the in-the-moment and on-the-fly aspects of effective classroom discussions and providing feedback happen in ephemeral contexts it is not possible to scrutinize the interpretations teachers make of student products and processes. Furthermore, we cannot know if those interpretations were sufficiently accurate to guide classroom interactions. Without social or statistical moderation, stakeholders cannot be assured that valid conclusions are reached. Additionally, the scale of error in both teacher and student judgment means that AfL practices cannot be relied upon for decision making beyond curriculum-embedded actions within a pedagogical process. Because teaching requires robust evidence to support decisions made about students and teachers, the practices commonly associated with AfL cannot provide sufficient evidence on which to base anything more than teaching interactions.
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DEFINING ASSESSMENT AND TESTING

Assessment and evaluation are terms that have been bundled for a long time. When I was doing my master's degree in the early 1990s, the ERIC thesaurus placed assessment under evaluation. Indeed, many of my Chinese colleagues as recently as 10 years ago asked why I used assessment instead of evaluation. While many people use the terms comfortably, either interchangeably or distinctively, it will help the reader to know my perspective on these and related terms.

Evaluation, the much older term, has embedded within it the word “value”; hence, the term indicates processes for determining the merit, value, or worth of some product, process, program, personnel, etc. It is easy to see why assessment would fit under evaluation, when the only kinds of assessments were tests and examinations which were used to evaluate the quality of student achievement, rank candidates, and make selection for rewards and further opportunities. Testing and examination is what was meant by the authors and editors of the first Handbook of Educational Measurement (Lindquist, 1951).

Markus and Borsboom define testing as “any technique that involves systematically observing and scoring elicited responses of a person or object under some level of standardization” (Markus and Borsboom, 2013, p. 2) and contrast this to assessment which involves a broader set of non-systematic or non-standardized protocols. Thus, testing involves (a) a data collection mechanism that samples appropriately from a domain of interest, (b) is administered to fairly to appropriate test-takers, (c) is scored according to replicable rules and procedures, and (d) from which inferences can be legitimately drawn about the quality of performance or ability, including identification of weaknesses, needs, or gaps. This is a technological approach to testing in which, like engineering, potential flaws in the process (design to collection to interpretation) are identified (Crooks et al., 1996) and mechanisms put into place to ensure accuracy, consistency, and reliability.

Hence, from my perspective, testing involves description of characteristics of performance, product, or process, which can lead to either diagnostic prescription of subsequent actions or a statement of value, merit, or worth. To achieve this description as a robust basis for subsequent decisions or actions, testing must demonstrate characteristics associated with trustworthiness. There needs to be empirical and theoretical evidence supporting the interpretations and decisions being made from the test (Messick, 1989). That evidence must cover the processes used to ensure the validity of the test design, administration, and interpretation—that is:

• Can you show that the test itself validly represents the domain?

• Was it administered fairly and properly? and

• Were appropriate procedures used to evaluate the data arising from the assessment?

Secondly, the evidence must show that the scoring processes were reliable, accurate, and credible. In other words, questions such as these need to be addressed:

• Were the right and wrong answers given the right score?

• Would another judge give, following the same scoring protocol, the same or nearly the same score? or

• Was the scoring free from biases?

Without evidence that the design, implementation, and scoring were done in a robust way, the testing process fails to meet fundamental requirements, and should not be used as the basis of decision-making. These are the standards and expectations the psychometric industry places on tests (AERA, APA, and NCME, 2014). My view of assessment is, notwithstanding its non-standardized or non-systematic procedures, if it is to be the basis for decisions about students (see Newton, 2007 for 17 different purposes or functions to which assessments can be put), that it needs to be judged against the criteria by which standardized tests are evaluated. Otherwise, assessment practices do not merit the term assessment.

DEFINING ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING

Assessment for Learning (AfL), in contrast, seems to be focused on classroom strategies and techniques that are associated with classroom learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998a,b). Their influential work identified two sequenced actions that could make evaluation practices “formative”; that is, learners needed awareness of the gap in current capabilities relative to the desired goal and need to take action to close the gap. Thus, formative assessments techniques were (a) choice of tasks that aligned with goals and had potential to reveal gaps, (b) open-ended teacher-student conversations, (c) use of deep thinking questions, (d) judicious use of testing, (e) the quality of feedback, and (f) involving students in assessment through peer and self-assessment.

As I have seen AfL promulgated in teacher education communities and in curriculum policy making in the English speaking world, it would appear that this pedagogical approach to AfL has been widely accepted. For example, Shavelson (2008) in the US defined assessment for learning this way:

Teachers … use their knowledge of “the gap” to provide timely feedback to students as to how they might close that gap. … By embedding assessments that elicit students' explanations—formally within a unit, as part of a lesson plan, or as “on-the-fly” teachable moments occur—teachers would take this opportunity to close the gap in student understanding. As a consequence students' learning would be expected to improve (Shavelson, 2008, p. 293).

Here he points to the within classroom instruction context as the place in which assessment for learning takes place. Similarly, the New Zealand Ministry of Education curriculum framework clearly points to the interaction between and among teachers and students, as the place in which AfL takes place. Note the explicit attention to the constraint upon analysis and interpretation of data—it takes place instantaneously and in the mind of the teacher:

Assessment for the purpose of improving student learning is best understood as an ongoing process that arises out of the interaction between teaching and learning. It involves the focused and timely gathering, analysis, interpretation, and use of information that can provide evidence of student progress. Much of this evidence is “of the moment.” Analysis and interpretation often take place in the mind of the teacher, who then uses the insights gained to shape their actions as they continue to work with their students (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 39).

Swaffield (2011), in England, went further in rejecting the notion of agreed criteria or even the central role of the teacher when she argued for a “pure formative” view of AfL:

Assessment for learning when the learner is center stage is as much about fuzzy outcomes, horizons of possibilities, problem-solving, and evaluative objectives, as it is about tightly specified curriculum objectives matched to prescribed standards. It is the (mis)interpretation of AfL as a teacher driven mechanism for advancing students up a prescribed ladder of subject attainment that is the problem, not AfL itself (Swaffield, 2011, p. 440).

If AfL is “integral to teaching and learning and indeed a powerful form of learning itself” (Swaffield, 2011, p. 436), without agreed targets or goals, it seems even more distinct from an evaluative approach to assessment. This may constitute an extreme position that will seem alien to many, but this call for open-ended approaches to assessment in which learning is freed from the ties of standards, outcomes, or teachers has had considerable influence (her 2001 article has nearly 200 Google Scholar citations at the time of writing), perhaps most notably in teacher education circles.

Stobart (2006) has suggested that the child-centric pedagogical processes of AfL are teaching, especially as understood in Anglo-centric primary school contexts. Stepping back from a “purist” perspective, AfL at least seems to focus on teachers engaging with learners in co-constructing new knowledge (Brookhart, 2016) and in that moment-to-moment process teachers interactively adjust their teaching, prompts, activities, groupings, questions, and feedback in response to the ideas, skills, or knowledge exhibited by the students. This pedagogical application of assessment principles within AfL has led to a reasonably universal set of practices that capture the essence of AfL, summarized succinctly by Leahy et al. (2005). Specifically, AfL seeks to ensure that students learn by (1) involving them in the processes of defining goals, (2) participating in open-ended tasks, (3) evaluating their own and their peers' work, and (4) giving to peers and receiving from peers and teacher feedback intended to improve their learning. Nonetheless, in general AfL practice, the teacher, informed by curriculum, sets the criteria, engineers discussions and activities, and provides feedback. Thus, it can be seen reasonably easily that AfL is a set of pedagogical practices for teaching.

My argument is that these AfL classroom practices are potentially powerful and important teaching techniques; Hattie (2009) has identified that many of these are substantial contributors to increased outcomes. However, I want to draw our attention to research into characteristic implementation of AfL that casts serious doubts as to its ability to provide veridical understanding of student learning. This does not mean I require all “assessment” to be tests; I am very supportive of a wide range of data elicitation methods, such as portfolios, authentic assessments, peer assessment, rubrics for judgments, self-assessments (Brown and Ngan, 2010; Brown et al., 2014; Brown, 2018). The difference is that because these assessment methods are meant to lead to actions and decisions about learning, outside the intuition of the teacher in-the-moment at hand, they need to demonstrate qualities that tests have to meet, albeit the standards may not be as high.

This of course does not mean that AfL as described here is the only version of formative assessment available to education. There are many variations on the theme of using assessment to support improved learning outcomes rather than just as summative judgments about students, teachers, or schools. In New Zealand, for example, standardized, computer-administered tests are used for diagnostic and accountability purposes and do so effectively because they are school-controlled, rather than externally administered, and provide teachers information as to “who needs to be taught what next' (Brown and Hattie, 2012). Other approaches, seen more often in New Zealand secondary schooling (Crooks, 2010), include a broad range of data elicitation techniques (e.g., direct observation of performances, portfolios, long constructed response products) and systematic ways of ensuring validity and reliability of judgments, including use of multiple raters for student work, external validation of ratings, and use of scoring rubrics with specified marking criteria. These systems also involve giving students access to learning intentions and criteria, peer and self-marking against those standards, and teacher feedback all indexed to the assessment criteria; see description of a New Zealand high school English teacher's practices in Harris and Brown (2013). Elsewhere, regular and repeated testing has been used as a way of generating feedback to students about the progress they have made and the needs they have (Roediger et al., 2011). An important key for all formative assessments, including AfL, is that they must have low-stakes consequences (Hattie and Brown, 2008), otherwise all the negative aspects of accountability testing will come to the fore.

Nonetheless, I wish to take issue with AfL as described here because of its popularity in teacher education and its prevalence in classroom assessment, at least in contexts that I have encountered, including NZ, Australia, and Sweden. My sense of AfL, as described here, is that it looks like teaching, not assessment that can reliably be depended upon for decision making. In this perspective piece, I want to discuss further what it is about this version of AfL that concerns me.

AFL VS. ASSESSMENT

Under Scriven's (1967) evaluation terminology, AfL could be considered synonymous with using assessment formatively. Formative evaluation processes, such as classroom assessment, take place early enough to lead to improved processes and products before it is too late (i.e., the summative evaluation). In comparing the traditional processes of assessment (AERA, APA, and NCME, 2014) with the practices advocated by AfL, it seems there is some overlap with the more formal evaluative process, especially around design, data collection, and consideration of next steps (Table 1). However, the gaps between the processes are telling. The range of assessment methods is quite different and deliberate attention to validation of interpretation, communication of results, and validation of consequences is considerably greater in the formal assessment processes. It is as if the quality of student and teacher involvement in AfL need only focus on a different purpose and style of assessment rather than concern itself with the validity of the judgments being made.


Table 1. Comparison of Assessment Processes and AfL Practices.
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The missing aspects, in my view are around the validity and reliability of the interpretations (sometimes grades or scores) teachers make of the performances and products students create in the classroom. Furthermore, while teachers communicate their interpretations to students on-the-spot, there is no guarantee that such feedback is correct or that it is grasped correctly by the students themselves. Furthermore, these practices are silent about longer-term monitoring of the impact of the interpretations and actions teachers take on the assessments they make.

There is no argument that good teaching is responsive to the student and interacts with the student in-the-moment and on-the-fly to make adjustments and give feedback. Good teachers behave this way because they are aware of how their plans and goals interact with student learning and how and when they need to be changed in light of those insights. Good teaching aims for rich conversations with learners in a way that opens learning to and beyond the explicit curricular goals (Barnes, 1976; Torrance and Pryor, 1998). In considering how AfL has been described, I am very comfortable with it as an excellent template for effective teaching (Black and Wiliam, 2006; Stobart, 2006; Brown, 2013). Students learn effectively when they are given feedback that leads them toward achievable, challenging goals relative to their current standing or capacity are (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). However, does this make AfL actually an assessment process, given that some of the phases of evaluation have been left out?

A NAGGING CONCERN: VERIFIABILITY

My fundamental premise is that assessments require robust theoretical and empirical evidence to lead to appropriate and valid interpretations and actions (as Messick defined validity in 1989). Robustness requires that the evidence and the inferential processes leading to decisions and actions are open to scrutiny such that we can be satisfied that an appropriate analysis and response has taken place. This is what takes place with standardized tests and formal examinations. There are mechanisms to ensure consistency and accuracy in marking or scoring. Standard setting processes are used to ensure that valid and appropriate decisions are made about the merit and worth of various levels, types, or categories of performance. Monitoring is put in place to ensure that as the evaluative system is deployed the consequences of the system are what was intended. Additionally, efforts are being made within the assessment industry to ensure that results from formal assessments are effectively communicated to relevant stakeholders (Hattie, 2010; Zapata-Rivera, 2018).

For example, classroom assessment of student writing in the English language arts often requires marking of student essays by two or more colleagues working in the same department. Rubrics are developed and referred to, disagreements are discussed, and consensus is reached; an example of social moderation. This means that the individuals concerned (student and teacher) can be confident that the comments and/or grades/scores are a fair reflection of the characteristics and quality of the work produced by the student. If two competent teachers reach similar interpretations or decisions given the same information, then we can say the assessment process has been robust. Consequentially, both the teacher and the student can make plans about what to do next based on a verified assessment of their work.

Assessment processes that take place solely in the head of the learner or teacher are difficult to scrutinize and validate, especially in light of how quickly they must happen and how little material evidence there can be of what led the teacher or a peer to respond as they did. Such processes are inevitable, unavoidable, and desirable in classroom action. However, without an opportunity to subject the classroom processes to validation, it is difficult to treat them as a basis for decision-making beyond classroom action.

Verifiability is necessary whenever there are any consequences attached to classroom assessment processes. Whenever there are risks in a process, the greater surety of credibility in the judgment or scoring processes there needs to be. Bridges have to be able to cope with the potential of collapse, injury, death, and destruction of property. Hence, engineers build them to be more than strong enough for the obligations and responsibilities put on them. Classrooms ought to be places in which little risk to student or teacher welfare occurs. However, risks abound simply in the sense that assessments have psychological, social, as well as educational, consequences. Getting a score or comment other than expected may be hard to receive and giving it may be hard too. If teachers have much time and many opportunities to adjust their teaching (as might be the case in the first term of a primary school year), then perhaps there is no need to check that a teacher's AfL pedagogical interactions in the flow of classroom life are comparable to another teacher's.

However, classroom assessments are designed to have consequences for students (e.g., assign harder or easier curriculum materials, put students in different learning contexts, motivate students to greater effort, diagnose learning difficulties, etc.). Such decisions have to be made on a regular basis in all schooling. Thus, it seems necessary that the risks of getting the decision wrong are not null; the impact on an individual could be severe. Hence, a more formal approach to assessment that insists on checking the validity of the data collection, interpretation, and responses seems warranted. Simply leaving assessment in the head or hands of a teacher prevents scrutiny, debate, or discussion as to the basis and legitimacy for the interpretation and actions. But, this is quite a different matter to the kinds of decisions imagined by assessment for learning. Thus, if decisions have to be made about the best way to teach or if reports about learning need to be communicated to stakeholders, then it seems to me we need to be sure that the interpretations and actions arising from classroom assessment can be validated.

Related to this, as Scriven (1991) has pointed out evaluations that take place early in a process have to be as equally robust and trustworthy as those which take place at the end. If assessments in the formative phase of instruction are not verifiably accurate, there is a good chance they will provide wrong signals to participants about where things are relative to the destination and what has to be done to reach that goal. Poor quality assessments (i.e., those with much error in them) cannot possibly lead to improvement, except by accident. So if AfL is really meant to guide instruction, it needs to move beyond (but include) the intuition of the teacher. Assessment, as opposed to AfL, has to be a competent opinion based on inspection of multiple sources of evidence (including those that can be verified by another competent judge or from trustworthy sources of data) leading to agreement as to what the right interpretation and action might be. If these characteristics are not included in AfL, then it is difficult to perceive that AfL is assessment.

CLASSROOMS ARE FULL OF HUMANS AFTER ALL

An important constraint upon AfL is that it takes place in the human and social context of the classroom. The humanity of teachers and students is what makes schooling interesting and difficult to manage. A schooling future of children learning alone with their computer tutors is not one that I would wish for my grandchildren. Nonetheless, we need to be realistic about the strengths and weaknesses of the humans in whose hands AfL is placed.

Teachers

AfL depends on teachers having the ability to understand curriculum and pedagogy (which ought to be the case if well-trained and working within their field of expertise). More importantly they need to have the wit to notice, interpret, and respond appropriately in-the-moment to the contributions of anywhere from 20 to 40 students simultaneously. Though, this parameter can be much larger in places like China or India or in higher education. AfL requires teachers to design appropriate tasks, elicit good information, and respond to it appropriately all within seconds. Teachers are asked to do a job that most professionals do not have to do. Lawyers, doctors, dentists, and so on deal with one client at a time; teachers deal with 10s of students simultaneously.

In classroom interaction, teachers can easily misunderstand a student contribution without any malevolent intention, respond based on that misunderstanding, and wreak minor to massive consequences for a student. Getting it wrong seems to be the default position for teachers simply because they do not have time and resources to continually respond appropriately and accurately to all the students under their care, through all the moments and varying activities of the day. It's a hard job to teach, let alone assess in this way.

AfL requires teachers to be sensitive to what students are doing and thinking, and capable of guiding and responding to that with minimal error. Indeed, the AfL model seems to suggest that there is no error in the teacher input side of the interaction; this seems to be an extremely romantic and naïve expectation, in my opinion. Even when we give teachers time to evaluate student work, it is difficult for them to reach consensus as to the merits or needs of student work. Extensive work on teacher rating suggests that getting to agreement is very hard (Brown, 2009) and even when standardized test scores are available to inform, teacher judgments can be distorted by student characteristics (Meissel et al., 2017).

Getting it wrong is a characteristic of all assessment practices. Standardized test developers calculate and communicate the degree of error in their assessment processes. They may underestimate that error but they identify that there is error. However, in AfL it seems teachers are presumed to be error free in the questions they pose, how they understand student contributions, or even in the feedback they give to students. Their intentions are good, but they can be wrong. If we cannot admit the possibility of teacher error throughout AfL, then it simply cannot meet the expectation that assessments are trustworthy.

Thus, it is very hard to have confidence in a teacher's intuition, without either or both social and statistical moderation. Having time to consider and compare one's intuitive judgments with a colleague is a luxury afforded medical practitioners and professors, but rarely given to teachers. This could be grounds for smaller classes, continual professional development, and low-stakes for error in judgments. While most people can remember a good teacher, they always remember a teacher who got it wrong. This is why creating communities of evaluative judgement are essential to the ability of teachers to interact with students more effectively.

Students

AfL is predicated on the active role students play in understanding criteria and targets, giving each other feedback, and making progress toward greater learning. Because recognizing the qualities of work is difficult, learners need insights from others; individuals are often too close to their own work to be able to properly consider its strengths or weaknesses. Furthermore, since there is usually only one teacher per class and many students, it makes sense that students would make use of each other as learning resources when it comes to evaluation and diagnosis and even prescription of next steps around their work. Indeed, insights from others can help correct both inappropriate overly optimistic or pessimistic considerations of work. Gaining the ability to realistically and veridically (to use Butler's, 2011 word) judge work characteristics is an important life and work skill. Getting students to actively engage in the process of recognizing features of work and how they relate to criteria and standards is an important learning objective in itself (Tai et al., 2018). Being involved in educational activities that mimic assessment, without the consequences normally associated with evaluation, is a valuable curricular activity (Brown and Harris, 2014). Thus, the very activities that most look like student-involved assessments are actually valuable curricular activities rather than good assessments.

The active involvement of students in AfL requires them to be robustly honest about their own weaknesses and strongly supportive of others. This means they need to be incredibly mature and psychologically robust to handle peer feedback or tell the truth about themselves. The problem with this construction is simple; students are humans with psychological and social concerns as complex as adults. Lois Harris and I have written extensively about how students dissemble to each other and teachers in classroom assessment (Harris et al., 2009, 2014, 2015, 2018; Harris and Brown, 2013). Children in school are free-will beings who do not necessarily like or trust their classmates or teacher. They can feel threatened by the attitudes and behavior of those around them in the classroom environment. Students can and will lie about the qualities of their own work, their friend's work, or in response to injunctions from a teacher. None of this should surprise us since adults also look to protect themselves from harm and to maximize their self-worth. Even when asked to evaluate their own work, students will deceive themselves about how good their work is and lie to others about it (Brown and Harris, 2013). This can happen because, as novices (Kruger and Dunning, 1999), students are not as able to see quality as teachers, for example, and part of it comes from lack of safety and trust in the social environment.

Creating an environment in which students are encouraged and supported in telling and receiving the truth about their work without fear of recrimination or alienation from others is necessary and hard. AfL practices can and do contribute to the acquisition of those skills. However, it does so by being a curricular and pedagogical practice, not an assessment process.

CONCLUDING THOUGHT

To conclude, assessment is a separate entity (i.e., a verifiable decision making process) from AfL which is an interactive, intuitive, expert based process embedded within curriculum-informed teaching and learning. I certainly want AfL to co-exist with assessment; but I consider AfL to be an insightful pedagogical practice that ought to lead to better learning outcomes and much more capable learners. However, given the threats to the validity of interpretations and judgments arising from these AfL practices, the approach to formative assessment embedded in AfL does not provide us with the verifiability and legitimacy that assessment requires.

In AfL, much of the inferential process about what to pay attention to, how to interpret it, and what response to make is located in the mind of the teacher; it simply isn't available to others. In contrast, assessments are expected to provide evidence of validity and reliability; this needs to be carried out in an open-space in which multiple eyes can examine the evidence and query the inferential processes behind the decisions. There simply is insufficient time in an AfL pedagogy for inspection of inferences, so AfL does not meet the standards implied by validity expectations of systematic evidence gathering about learning. AfL is an excellent but difficult teaching framework, but it is not assessment which depends upon verifiability for its legitimacy as a tool for decision-making.
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