Dylan Wiliam on assessment for learning

Dylan Wiliam explores the importance of using evidence of students’ learning to adapt teaching and learning to meet students’ needs. He discusses five core principles of how formative assessment can challenge students to improve their learning. 

The first principle is that feedback needs to move the learner forward. Unfortunately, despite assessment for learning being around for 15 years, students are still receiving feedback that isn’t focused on moving the learner forward. Instead, students receive grades or the comments they do receive do not focus on what the student did successfully and suggestions for specific improvement that can be implemented by the student. Clarifying, sharing and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success are vital if students are to engage in the learning process and move forward. Just putting the learning objective up on the board and getting the students to copy it down doesn’t count as engaging with the objective! 

Once students are clear on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of learning, as well as the ‘what’ of learning, they can begin to take responsibility for creating successful pieces of work. Linked to this, students who are absolutely clear about what they are trying to achieve will be able to reflect on their learning. Those that are able to reflect on their learning can take ownership and understand the role they have to play in improving themselves – it’s not just the teacher’s job to develop students’ learning.  

Activating students as teaching resources for one another is an important feature of assessment for learning. Classrooms where students are not only responsible for their own learning but the learning of their peers too create a stimulating and engaging environment. Wiliam also discusses the core principle that participation in learning needs to be viewed as compulsory: there is no opt out. In order for all students to actively participate in the lessons, teachers need to engineer effective discussion, questioning and tasks that elicit evidence of learning. Once students feel like they are valued participants of their class, they are more likely to continue to work hard.


Dylan Wiliam biography

Name: Dylan Wiliam 
Twitter handle: @dylanwiliam
Website: dylanwiliam.org  
What to read: Embedded Formative Assessment by Dylan Wiliam, Inside The Black Box by Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam 
What to watch: ‘Embedded Formative Assessment’ (www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3HRvFsZHoo)
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