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Formative assessment - Assessment for learning 
 

Abstract: Assessment is of central importance in education. The purpose of this document is 

to provide an update on a few crucial issues raised in assessment research. The purpose of this 

document is twofold: 1) present an overview of the theoretical differences between two 

concepts: formative and summative assessments; 2) draw a link between learning and 

assessment: to provide a unified basis for a set of advisory practises for using assessment for 

formative purposes. 

 

1. Definitions of formative and summative assessment 

 

The terms ‗formative‘ and ‗summative‘ evaluation of student learning —what we today 

would tend to call assessment— were first introduced by Benjamin Bloom in 1969 to refer to 

two kinds of roles assessment can play. The first role is the traditional role that assessments 

play in judging and classifying students. Summative assessment is a judgement which 

encapsulates all the evidence up to a given point.  

Quite in contrast, another role for assessment is to make sure that the evidence about student 

achievement is produced, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, or their peers to 

acknowledge the existence of a ‗gap‘ between the actual level of the work being assessed and 

the required standard. In addition, formative assessment also provides an indication of how 

the work can be improved to reach the required standard. Decisions can be made about the 

next steps in instruction that are likely to be better than when made in absence of the produced 

evidence (Black & Dylan, 2009; Taras, 2005; William & Black, 1998). A crucial feature of 

formative assessment is that the obtained information is used in some way to make changes. 

An assessment of a student is formative if it shapes that student‘s learning. 

 

2. Integrating formative and summative assessment 

 

Although there is a clear theoretical distinction between these two types of assessment, in 

practice, separating formative and summative assessment has been reported ―troublesome‖. A 

more effective way to integrate formative assessment into practice is to encourage teachers to 

use any kind of assessment formatively. It is important to emphasize that despite of the 

conceptual differences, many traditional assessments (e.g., MCQ, Essay), which were often 

used only for summative purposes, actually can also be used for formative purposes.  

That is, to provide feedback and engage learners to generate appropriate learning activities for 

future work while using traditional assessment. Concrete examples are provided in the 

following text to illustrate how to conduct formative assessment for learning. 

 

 

Assessment for learning 

 

A considerable body of literature has shown that assessments used for formative purposes is 

strongly associated with gains in learning. However, many barriers to realize the potential of 

such assessment for classroom learning still remain (William & Black, 1998; Dwyer, 1998). 

The following text tries to answer the questions ―What are the key processes of formative 

assessment?‖ and ―What are the principles and guidelines for implementing effective and 

efficient formative assessment in face-to-face instructional settings?‖ The focus is on some 
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elements of formative assessment including feedback, self and peer-assessment. These 

elements can be seen as parts of learning processes, or instructional strategies, that allow 

students to play a more active role in the management of their own learning (Nicol 1997). 

More importantly, feedback should play a pivotal role in helping learners to develop their 

self-regulative skills (e.g., plan, monitoring, evaluation and adaptation).  

 

The definition of formative assessment illustrates three key processes in learning and teaching 

as a theoretical grounding for formative assessment (Ramaprasad, 1983; William & 

Thompson, 2007). These three key processes are 

 

 Establishing where the learners are in their learning 

 Establishing where they are going in their learning 

 Establishing what needs to be done to get them there 

 

Traditionally, instructors are supposed to be responsible for each of these three processes. A 

large set of literature has shown that teachers who elicit the right kind of information 

consistently(conceptual eliciting questions), have ways of interpreting the students‘ responses 

in terms of learning needs, and who can use this information to adapt their instruction 

generate higher levels of student achievement. However, from a student centred learning 

perspective, learners and/or their peers should also be the agents in making such decisions. 

More importantly, if students are to be prepared for learning throughout their life, they must 

be provided with opportunities to develop the capacity to regulate their own learning as they 

progress through higher education, especially in postgraduate training. The next section of 

this article identifies ways in which formative  assessment  and  feedback  might  be  

organised  to  support  this development.  How might we use the ideas suggested below? 

One practical proposal is that we examine current assessment practices in relation to the five 

strategies and to the seven principles. An audit of this kind might help to identify where 

assessment practices might be strengthened. However, the five strategies suggested by Black 

& Dylan and the seven principles presented by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick do not list 

everthing that teachers might do to enhance formative assessment for self-regulated learning 

in classrooms. They merely provide a starting point. The challenge for us is to refine these 

principles, identify gaps and to gather further evidence about the potential of formative 

assessment and feedback to support self-regulation1. 

 
1. Five key principles for formative assessment 

The work of Black and of Wiliam, and that of Torrance and Pryor, and all other researchers 

and practitioners who promote formative assessment, suggests that formative assessment can 

be conceptualized as consisting of five key strategies:  

 

1. Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for success with learners;  

2. Engineering effective classroom discussions and other learning tasks that elicit 

evidence of student understanding;  

                                                 

 
1 Self-regulation refers to the degree to which students can regulate aspects of their thinking, 

motivation and behaviour during learning (Pintrich & Zusho, 2002). In practice, 

self-regulation is manifested in the active monitoring and regulation of a number of different 

learning processes, e.g. the setting of, and orientation towards, learning goals; the strategies 

used to achieve goals; the management of resources; the effort exerted; reactions to external 

feedback; the produced results. 
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3. Providing feedback that moves learners forward  

4. Activating students as instructional resources for one another; and 

5. Activating students as the owners of their own learning. 

 

Black and Dylan integrated these five strategies in three key processes in learning (see 

Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Aspects of formative assessment (Black & Dylan, 2009) 

 

The following text provides the rationale for each principle in terms of the self-regulation and 

the associated research literature. The specific strategies that teachers can use to facilitate 

self-regulation are proposed after the presentation of each strategy. 

 

 

1. Clarifying learning intentions and criteria (i.e., what learning goals are and 
what good performance is) 

Why 

Students can only achieve learning goals if they understand those goals, assume some 

ownership of them, and can assess progress (Sadler, 1989; Black & Wiliam, 1998).  

 

How 

One  way  of  clarifying  task  requirements  (goals/criteria/standards)  is  to  provide 

students  with  written  ‗examples‘ of performance and statements  that  describe  

assessment criteria and/or the standards that define different levels of achievement. Examples 

are important. This is because many studies have shown that most criteria for academic tasks 

are complex, multidimensional (Sadler, 1989) and difficult to articulate; they are often ‗tacit‘ 

and unarticulated in the mind of the teacher. One or few examples can make what is required 

explicit and define a valid standard against which students can compare their 

work. 

 

Other strategies that have proved effective in clarifying criteria, standards and goals 

include:  

 Providing better definitions of requirements using carefully constructed criteria sheets 

and performance-level definitions;  

 Increasing discussion and reflection about criteria and standards in class (e.g. before 

an assignment);  
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 Involving students  in  assessment  exercises  where  they  mark  or  comment  

on  other  students‘ work in relation to defined criteria and standards;  

 Workshops where students in collaboration with the teacher devise or negotiate their 

own assessment criteria for a piece of their work. 

 

2. Engineering effective classroom discussions and other learning tasks that elicit 
evidence of student understanding  

 

Why  

In order to produce feedback that is relevant and informative and meets students‘ 

needs, teachers need good data about how students are progressing. Classroom discussions 

provide the chance for students to express their thoughts. In addition, the discussion can 

increase the likelihood that the  information provided  by teachers and others (peers) is  

understood  by  students.  This means that the student not only passively receives external 

feedback, but also has the opportunity to engage in self-assessment to generate information 

for self-monitoring.  

 

How     
Classroom technologies can help to collate student responses to in-class questions (often 

multiple-choice questions) using handset devices (e.g., clicker). The results are fed back to the 

class visually as a histogram. This collated feedback can be used as a trigger for peer 

discussion (e.g. ‗convince your neighbour that you have the right answer‘) and 

teacher-managed discussion in large classes (e.g. Boyle & Nicol, 2003). 

 

Other learning tasks are the  one-minute  paper, questions  that  are  posed  to  students  

before  a  teaching session begins, and responded to at the end of the session (e.g. What was 

the most important argument in this lecture? What question remains uppermost in your mind 

now at the end of this teaching session?). These learning tasks can be adapted to any class- 

room  situation  or  discipline.  Moreover,  they  help  the students to develop important 

meta-cognitive skills such as the ability to think holistically and to identify gaps in 

understanding (Steadman, 1998). 

Other strategies available to teachers to help to generate and collate quality 

information about student‘s learning include:  

 Having students request the feedback they would  like  when  they  make  an  

assignment  submission  (e.g.  pro  forma  with published  criteria);   

 Having  students  identify  where  they  are  having  difficulties when they hand 

in assessed work;  

 Asking students to identify in groups, based on prior study, ‗a question worth asking‘ 

which they would like to explore for a short time at the beginning of the next tutorial. 

 

3. Providing feedback that moves learner forward 
 

Why 

There  is  considerable  research  evidence  that  shows  that  effective  feedback  leads  

to 

learning gains. Generally speaking, feedback from teachers should be the tool that is most 

effective in identifying errors or misconceptions in students‘ work rather than the peers or 

students themselves.  

 

How 
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How to guarantee the quality of feedback ? Results of research indicates that feedback should 

 be provide in time—this means before it is too late for students to change their work 

(i.e. before submission) rather than just, as the research literature often suggests, soon 

after submission;  

 provide corrective advice, not just information on strengths/weaknesses;  

 be limited in amount to ensure that it is actually used;  

 prioritize areas for improvement; 

 direct students to higher order learning goals; 

 involve some praise alongside constructive criticism; 

 make sure that feedback is provided  in  relation to (and that students understand this 

relation)  pre-defined  criteria  but  paying  particular  attention  to  the number 

of criteria; 

 be provided online such that it can be accessed any time, any place and as many times 

as the student wishes. 

 

In short, high quality feedback helps students to take action to reduce the discrepancy between 

their intentions and the resulting effects.  

 

4. Activating students as instructional resources for one another 
 

Why 

There is a large body of complementary research studies demonstrating the effects of peer 

feedback on learning. Peer-assessment provides students with opportunities to evaluate and 

provide feedback on each other‘s work. Such peer processes help to develop the skills needed 

to make objective judgements against standards, skills which are transferred when students 

turn to producing and regulating their own work (Gibbs, 1999). 

 

How 

The following are some specific strategies to help students use external feedback to 

regulate and close the performance gap:  

 provide feedback on work in progress and increase opportunities for resubmission;  

 introduce two-stage assignments where feedback on stage one helps to improve stage 

two (Gibbs, 2004);  

 specifically provide some ‗action  points‘  alongside  the  normal  feedback ;   

 involve  students  in groups in identifying their own action points in class after they 

have read the feedback on their assignments.  

The latter strategy would integrate feedback into the teaching and learning process, and 

involve the students more actively in the generation and planned use of feedback. 

 

5. Activating students as the owners of their own learning 
 

Why 

As  emphasized earlier,  in higher education, formative assessment  should  be  used  to  

empower  students  as  self-regulated learners. 

 

 

How 

One approach is to create frequent opportunities for students to reflect during their study. 

Cowan (1999) identified ways how this can be done, both in the context of simple classroom 

activities and longer-term projects. 



 

Page 6 

 

 

Other examples of structured reflection and self-assessment are varied and might include 

students:  

 Identifying the strengths and weaknesses of their own work in relation to criteria or 

standards before handing it in for teacher feedback;  

 Requesting the kinds of feedback they would like when they hand in work;  

 Reflecting on their achievements and selecting work in order to compile a portfolio;  

 Before a task, reflecting on achievement milestones, on made progress and on the next 

stage of action (Cowan, 1999). 
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