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Assessment Guidelines for Schools

The launch of the NCCA'’s guidelines by the Minister for Education and Science, Mary Hanafin,
T.D. on 28th November 2007, in St. Clare’s National School, Harold’s Cross, Dublin 6W marked a

milestone in primary education in this country.

. The Primary School Curriculum (1999) outlines why assessment is important in supporting
children’s learning, while the new guidelines describe how teachers can use assessment to make

learning more interesting and motivating for children.

What can you expect to find in the guidelines?

e avariety of assessment methods for gathering information about children’s
learning, ranging from child-led methods such as self-assessment and
conferencing, to teacher-led methods such as teacher-designed tasks and tests,
and standardised testing.

e advice to schools on developing, implementing and reviewing their policy on
assessment.

e advice on the legislative requirements for schools in communicating information

about children’s progress and achievement.

. A full copy of the guidelines can be accessed here:
Introduction and section 1
Section 2
Section 3
Section 4
Appendices and bibliography

. An online browsable copy of the guidelines can be accessed by clicking here.


http://www.curriculumonline.ie/primary
http://www.ncca.biz/guidelines/curriculum/curric_intro.htm
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Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum - Guidelines for teachers

The guidelines were disseminated to all primary schools in January/February 2008.

Advisory Group

The NCCA was supported in developing the assessment guidelines by the following people:

Prof. Eugene Wall (Chairperson) Mary Immaculate College,Limerick

Ms. Deirdre Lyddy Inspectorate, Department of Education and Science
Mr. Padraig Mac Fhlannachdha Inspectorate, Department of Education and Science
Mr. Seosamh Mac lonnmhainn National Educational Psychological Service

Dr. Damian Murchan Trinity College, Dublin

Mr. Eamon Murtagh Inspectorate, Department of Education and Science
Dr. Michael O’Leary St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra

Dr. Gerry Shiel Educational Research Centre, Drumcondra


http://www.ncca.biz/guidelines/intro.htm
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Context for developing the guidelines

Feedback from teachers and parents in Phase 1 of the Primary Curriculum Review (2005) showed that
schools needed much greater information and advice on the process and outcomes of assessment in
primary schools. For example, teachers asked for more detailed advice and support on how to conduct
assessments (such as teacher observation) including the information to be gathered, recorded and
reported, over what period of time and for what purpose. These findings are discussed in detail in a

report on the review: Review of the Primary School Curriculum (2005).

Additional Material
e Assessment in Primary Schools (2005)

e Review of the Primary School Curriculum (2005)
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Primary Curriculum Review, Phase 1:
English, Visual Arts and Mathematics

The NCCA (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment) gathered data for phase 1 of
Primary Curriculum Review during the 2003/04 school year. In all, 698 teachers from 170 schools
responded to the Review and Reflection Template for Teachers, and groups of children, parents,
teachers and the principals from six different schools participated in interviews as part of a school

case study. Four key findings were highlighted in the two research strands.

The NCCA responded to these findings by working with schools to develop a number of resources

to support them in teaching and learning. These are summarised below.

The English Curriculum

Finding: Teachers identified the organisation of the English Curriculum according to four
overarching strands as a key challenge when planning children’s learning. The four strands were
reported to be vague and hard to understand. Findings showed that many teachers had abandoned

the strands or had replaced them with the strand units.

Resource: In a direct response to this the NCCA published, Additional support material: Structure
of the English Curriculum (2005). This document provides an alternative structure for the English

Curriculum with oral language, reading and writing as the overarching strands.
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Information for parents

Finding: Parents reported that their engagement with their children’s learning in the home was

limited by the lack of information available to them about learning in primary schools.

Resource: In March 2006, the NCCA launched the DVD for parents, The What, Why and How
of children’s learning in primary school. It is available in five languages, English, Gaeilge, French,
Lithuanian and Polish. The DVD was distributed to all primary schools in April that year. It is

available from your local full time education centre (while stocks last) and can also to viewed

online.

. To support schools in using the DVD with parents, the NCCA has developed an e-booklet, The
what, why and how of children’s learning in primary school: Information for parents. The booklet can be

downloaded, customised, photocopied and distributed to parents to accompany the DVD.

. Methods of teaching and learning

Finding: Teachers’ strong ownership of the child-centred theories underpinning the Primary
School Curriculum, contrasted with their limited ownership of child-centred teaching and learning
methods. Findings showed that teachers needed much greater exemplification of methods of
teaching and learning with the Primary School Curriculum including:

Active learning

Environment-based learning

Collaborative learning

Differentiated learning (particularly in multi-class settings)

Higher-order thinking and problem solving.

Resource: The NCCA is currently developing a website which will show what teaching and learning
with the curriculum looks like in different class contexts. ACTION (Assessment and Curriculum
Teaching Innovation On the Net) will provide a platform for showcasing different teaching
methodologies that can be used with the Primary School Curriculum. Internet video, pod casts,
samples of children’s work, samples of teachers’ materials, photographs and various other support

. materials will be housed on ACTION at www.action.ncca.ie


http://action.ncca.ie/
http://www.ncca.biz/dvd/index.html
http://www.ncca.biz/dvd/index.html
http://www.ncca.biz/dvd/index.html
http://www.ncca.biz/dvd/index.html
http://curriculumonline.ie/Primary/
http://curriculumonline.ie/Primary/
http://curriculumonline.ie/Primary/
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Assessment

Finding: Findings showed that teachers required greater advice on using assessment to support
teaching and learning. Although almost 100% of teachers reported using observation at least a
few times each week, teachers were unsure of how to record their observations as evidence of
assessment, and how to use their observations to make decisions about teaching and learning.
Teachers requested greater advice on the use of different assessment methods and resources and

methods of reporting information about children’s learning to parents.

Resources: The NCCA launched the document Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum:
Guidelines for Schools in November 2007. In responding to teachers’ requests for information on
recording and reporting children’s progress with the curriculum, the NCCA developed Report Card
Templates for primary schools. In order to help schools with the process of reporting to parents the

NCCA also developed leaflets for parents explaining the meaning of standardised test scores.

Associated Material

e Report Card Templates

e Standardised Testing in Compulsory Schooling - Leaflet for Parents

Invitational seminar, The Primary Curriculum in Schools

An Evaluation of Curriculum Implementation in English, Visual arts and Mathematics was also
completed by the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Science (DES) in Spring 2005.
On May 11th, 2005, the NCCA and the DES presented findings from both reports to the education

partners at an invitational seminar in Dublin entitled, The Primary Curriculum in Schools.

Summary findings from both the NCCA’s review and the evaluation by the Inspectorate, DES,
were published in a booklet (September, 2005) and distributed to all primary schools. Click on
the following link to access the booklet: The Primary Curriculum in schools: Insights from Curriculum

Implementation Evaluation and the Primary Curriculum Review (Booklet for Schools)
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Report Card Templates

Select a report card template: Junior Infants to mid-term 6th Class

e Template 1 . e Complete your report card template.
detailed instuctions can be found
e Template 2

below in User Guide 1
e Template 3

. e Print a blank template and handwrite

Template 4
* * your reports. User Guide 2

Template 5 Download and save a blank

e Template 6 template, type your reports, then

e Template 7 save and print them.

e Template 8

e Template 9

Use the 6th Class Report Card template: End-of-year

Go directly to the 6th Class Report Card Template

From 2014/2015, schools should use this end-of-year 6th Class Report Card. The report card
was developed to support the dual purpose of reporting to parents and transferring pupil

information to post-primary schools.

The report card is part of the Education Passport materials developed to support schools in

sharing information about children’s learning with the relevant post-primary schools.

e User Guide 1: Saving and printing the 6th Class Report Card template to complete in
handwriting

User Guide 2: Saving and printing the 6th Class Report Card template to complete on

computer

o Completing report cards: Guide for primary teachers Completing the 6th Class Report

Card: Guide for primary teachers
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Standardised testing

Standardised tests are used to measure a child’s reading and mathematical achievement, and to
determine children’s progress in those areas. Information from the tests is important given the vital

role of literacy and numeracy in enabling children to access the full curriculum.

. All primary schools are required by the Department of Education and Skills (Circular 0056/2011)

to administer standardised tests. Arrangements for standardised testing are set out below.

e English medium schools are required to administer standardised testing in English
reading and Mathematics during the period May/June for all students in 2nd, 4th

and 6th classes on an annual basis with effect from 2012 onwards.

e [rish medium schools are required to administer standardised testing in Irish reading,
English reading and Mathematics during the period May/June for all students in

2nd, 4th and 6th classes on an annual basis with effect from 2012 onwards.
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Support materials

. Information sheets for

parents

. Standardised testing and

infant classes

The information sheets for parents entitled Your Child and
Standardised Testing explain the meaning of standardised test scores
and answer other frequently asked questions about standardised
testing. Separate information sheets for STen and standard score are

available in a range of languages.

In accordance with the Department of Education and Skills (Circular
0056/2011) schools should provide parents with copies of the

explanatory information sheet when issuing written reports.

Many schools opt to administer standardised tests for children in
classes in addition to 2nd, 4th and 6th. Whole class standardised
testing is inappropriate for infant classes. The results of whole class
standardised tests are unreliable for children at this early stage in

their learning and development.

Click here for more information including suggestions on screening

and diagnostic tests that teachers of infant classes may find useful.
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Support materials

. Standardised test analysis
tool for schools

The easy to use Excel tool for schools was developed by the
Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) and
supports the analysis of standardised test scores. The graphed
scores promote discussion and analysis of the whole-school data
in support of decisions about actions that may need to be taken to

improve achievement levels.

This link takes you to the Standardised test analysis tool on the

PDST website.

Find out more about standardised tests and how they are part of
a continuum of assessment methods used by teachers in making
decisions about a child’s progress and achievement. The extract is
taken from Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum: Guidelines

for Schools (2007)

Supporting Assessment: Standardised Testing in Primary Schools,
Circular letter 0018/2012. Department of Education and Skills,
2012


http://www.pdst.ie/sse/pp/resources/st/analysis
http://www.ncca.biz/guidelines/intro.htm
http://www.pdst.ie/sse/pp/resources/st/analysis
http://www.ncca.biz/guidelines/intro.htm
http://www.ncca.biz/guidelines/intro.htm
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Standardised testing - parent information sheets

1. Understanding Standard Scores: 2. Understanding STen scores:
information for parents information for parents

This information is available in multiple This information is available in multiple
languages: languages:

English English
Gaeilge Gaeilge
Polski Polski

+ &5 ¢ &EE
Roman Roman

Pycckuii a3blk Pycckui a3blK

Francais Francais
IJgso8d g sogd
Portugués Portugués



Primary

Assessment > Standardised testing

Context for developing the information sheets

In July 2004, the NCCA was requested by the then Minister for Education and
Science to provide advice on standardised testing in compulsory education. The NCCA'’s
advice presented in Advice on Standardised Testing in Compulsory Schooling (2005),
examined different purposes for standardised testing and outlined particular issues

associated with this method of assessment.

The document made recommendations for supporting and promoting good practice in
assessment, and for reporting including the development of Report Card Templates for

reporting children’s progress to parents.

Building on the advice to the Minister, the NCCA included standardised testing

as one of a continuum of assessment methods in Assessment in the Primary School
Curriculum: Guidelines for Schools (2007). The purpose of the guidelines is to support
teacher’s knowledge and understanding of assessment, and they show how a variety
of assessment methods including standardised testing can be used to support
assessment of children’s progress and achievement, and to extend and enrich their
learning. The guidelines present examples of how standardised testing can be used for

these purposes using sample activities from classrooms.
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Introduction

This document, Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum:
Guidelines for Schools, has been developed to support teachers’
knowledge and understanding of assessment, and to assist schools
in developing and implementing an assessment policy. The
guidelines provide examples of how teachers gather information
about children’s progress and achievement, use this information
to enrich teaching and learning, and report this information to all
those concerned with children’s education.

The document contains four sections. Section 1, Re-envisioning
assessment, presents two approaches to assessment—assessment
for learning (AfL) and assessment of learning (AoL). These
approaches build on the four purposes of assessment outlined in
the Primary School Curriculum (1999) - formative, summative,
evaluative and diagnostic. The section briefly describes AfL and AoL
with further detail provided in Section 3.

Section 2, Classroom assessment methods, outlines a range of
methods teachers use in assessing children’s learning. Descriptions
of how teachers use these methods to support children’s learning,
and their own teaching, are also included.

Section 3, A closer look at AfL and AoL, compares and contrasts the
two approaches to assessment. It uses five assessment activities—
gathering, recording, interpreting, using, and reporting—to show
what the two approaches look like in practice.

Section 4, School policy on assessment, provides advice on
developing the school’s assessment policy. It highlights the
legislative requirements for recording and reporting information
about children’s progress and achievement.

Appendix A presents further information on classroom assessment
methods to supplement Section 2 with photocopiable resources
for some of these methods contained in Appendix B. Appendix C
outlines legislative requirements that affect schools in relation to
assessment policy. Appendix D summarises the roles of various
organisations in supporting children’s learning.
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SECTION 1

RE-ENVISIONING
ASSESSMENT
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Section 1
Re-envisioning
assessment

Curriculum area/Subject
Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objective
Class level

Strand

Strand unit
Curriculum objective
Class level

Sample activity 1
Assessment in action

Mathematics

Measures

Length

The child should be enabled to estimate, compare, measure and record length using non-standard units.
First and second classes

Number

Operations—Addition

The child should be enabled to add numbers without and with renaming within 99.
First and second classes

Ms. Coffey organises her twenty-six first and second class children into four groups—three groups of

five children in second class and one larger group of eleven children in first class. Building on practical
work over the previous days to add numbers with and without renaming within 99, Ms. Coffey presents
each group of second class children with a series of number problems and a basket of resources (lollipop
sticks, unifix cubes, stick-a-bricks, and number strips). The children work together solving the problems.

Meanwhile, Ms. Coffey works with the first class children to develop their skills in measuring length using
non-standard units. After discussing why knowledge of length is important, and linking this to everyday
activities, she demonstrates measuring the length of a book using matchboxes, the length of a desk using
paintbrushes, and the length of the classroom using footsteps. Ms. Coffey invites the children to work in
pairs (with one group of three children) to measure the length of objects including their maths copybooks,
schoolbags, their arm-spans, and the class library. During these activities she observes the children at
work and talks to them about their findings. She reminds the children about important strategies when
measuring, for example placing the measuring units end-to-end, positioning the first unit at the edge of
the object being measured, and pointing to the measuring units as they count them.

When the children have completed their measuring tasks, Ms. Coffey invites them to share their findings
as a group. Providing feedback through discussion, she helps them to explore reasons for significant
differences in their findings. These arise mainly from the children not placing the measuring units
end-to-end while a few are caused by counting errors. Noting that a number of the children require
more experience in measuring accurately, Ms. Coffey plans to provide similar tasks the following day.




This account of one teacher’s classroom practice shows how, as the Assessment is, therefore, part of what the teacher does on a daily
Primary School Curriculum suggests, assessment is integral to all basis in his/her classroom, as shown in Figure 1.
areas of the curriculum and it encompasses the diverse aspects of

learning (Primary School Curriculum, Introduction, p. 18). In this

example, the assessment process provides the teacher with the

information she needs in order to make important decisions about

the teaching and learning process—selecting curriculum objectives,

identifying appropriate teaching methodologies, designing learning

activities, choosing suitable resources, differentiating learning,

and giving feedback to children on how well they are doing. These

everyday activities place assessment at the very heart of teaching

and learning.

What is the purpose of assessment in the
Primary School Curriculum?
Assessment is about building a picture over time of a child’s
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progress and/or achievement in learning across the Primary School
Curriculum. Information about how the child learns (the learning
process) as well as what the child learns (the products of learning)

shapes the picture. The teacher uses this information to identify
and celebrate the child’s current learning, and to provide him/her
with appropriate support for future learning.

What does assessment involve?

For the teacher, assessment involves gathering information to
understand better how each child is progressing at school and
using that information to further the child’s learning. Assessment,
therefore, goes far beyond just testing. It concerns the daily
interactions between the teacher and each child that include
moment-by-moment conversations, observations and actions.

Assessment is the process of gathering, recording,
interpreting, using, and reporting information about
a child’s progress and achievement in developing
knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Whether the teacher is questioning and listening to children,
observing children working on a task, or using the results of a
weekly test to inform teaching and learning, assessment involves
many overlapping and often simultaneous activities—gathering,
recording, interpreting, using, and reporting information. These
activities can happen within a few seconds or, in contrast, over

a period of days or weeks depending on the purpose of the
assessment and the methods used. The information gathered
enriches the teacher’s understanding both of what and how the
child learns. The teacher uses that information to plan learning
experiences based on appropriate objectives from the curriculum,
and on the child’s previous learning: Through assessment the
teacher constructs a comprehensive picture of the short-term and
long-term needs of the child and plans future work accordingly
(Primary School Curriculum, Introduction, p. 17). Using
assessment information in these ways, the teacher supports and
extends the child’s learning.
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Figure 1: Assessment as part of classroom practice

information about

what and how
children are learning.

methodologies
and classroom
organisational
strategies.

plans new learning
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and curriculum
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as part of teaching

and learning,
the teacher...

uses appropriate e

shares with the
children what

their new learning

will involve.

explores with the

children what

successful learning

looks like.

How has assessment developed since the
publication of the Primary School Curriculum?
The Primary School Curriculum emphasises, in general terms, the
importance of assessment in enabling the teacher to extend and
enrich children’s learning across all curriculum areas. In recent
years, research, theory and practice in teaching and learning have
highlighted more specifically how the teacher can use assessment
to make learning more enjoyable, more motivating, and more
successful for each child. Drawing on these developments, these
guidelines describe a re-envisioning of assessment in the primary
school and provide the teacher with information and examples to
show how assessment can translate into daily practice in

the classroom.

The curriculum describes assessment as having four functions—
formative, summative, evaluative and diagnostic. In re-envisioning
assessment in the primary school, these guidelines build on these
functions, and focus on two principal approaches to assessment:

e Assessment for Learning (AfL)
e Assessment of Learning (Aol).

These interrelated and complementary approaches emphasise two
aspects of assessment that are central to the teacher’s work:

e The teacher uses evidence on an ongoing basis to inform
teaching and learning (AfL).

e The teacher periodically records children’s progress and
achievement for the purpose of reporting to parents?, teachers
and other relevant persons (AoL).

1 Throughout these guidelines, the term parents refers to the child’s primary caregivers
and educators. These include the child’s father and mother and/or guardians.




Assessment for Learning (AfL)

The concept of assessment for learning (AfL) extends the potential
of formative assessment. It emphasises the child’s active role in
his/her own learning, in that the teacher and child agree what the
outcomes of the learning should be and the criteria for judging to
what extent the outcomes have been achieved. In essence, AfL
helps teachers and children to focus on three key questions:

e where are children now in their learning?
e where are children going in their learning?
e how will children get to the next point in their learning?

Providing feedback to children is therefore central to AfL. This
feedback is based on evidence of how and what the children

are learning. Feedback focused on the learning or task in hand,

can help children identify and celebrate their progress and
achievements, pinpoint challenges they experience, and decide
what the next steps should be. This level of involvement in

shaping their own learning can heighten children’s awareness

of themselves as learners and encourage them to take more personal
responsibility for, and pride in, their learning.

AfL does not generally happen at the end of a particular piece of
work or a period of time. It usually takes place in the day-to-day
minute-by-minute interactions between teachers and children.
Everything children do, say and make—asking questions, working
on a project or a task alone or collaboratively, playing, designing
or making a model, and so on—has the potential of providing the
teacher and the children themselves with information about what
they do and don’t understand and what they can and cannot do.
Using AfL, the teacher interprets this information and uses it to
support children in their work and to plan ahead. In this way,

the teacher can integrate AfL into teacher-child interactions

and children can come to regard it a natural part of how they
learn in school.

The teacher can also use information from AfL to evaluate his/her
teaching. Based on information gathered from children, the teacher
can make changes to his/her planning, organisational strategies, and
teaching methodologies in order to make learning more successful
for the children.

Assessment of Learning (AolL)

In contrast, assessment of learning (AoL) focuses more on medium-
and long-term assessment. AoL generally involves assessing a
child’s learning at the end of a given period, such as the end of

a unit of work, a week, a term, or a year. The emphasis in AoL is

on measuring a child’s cumulative progress towards curriculum
objectives. A grade or a score is often the only feedback a child
receives. While these results are useful to the teacher they can be of
limited value to the child, unless the teacher identifies the essential
information they provide about the child’s progress and achievement
and communicates this to the child. AoL also helps the teacher to
plan future work, to set new targets, and to provide feedback and
information for end-of-year assessment.

The teacher uses information from Aol for reporting, particularly

to parents and other teachers. The Department of Education

and Science (DES) inspector may access assessment records

to ascertain literacy and numeracy standards, and/or to assess
progress in curriculum implementation as part of the Whole School
Evaluation process. The National Educational Psychological Service
(NEPS) psychologist may also access the information gathered
through AoL in order to work with schools in meeting the learning
needs of individual children.

Section 3 of these guidelines presents AfL and AoL in more detail
and highlights the acronyms in bold to help distinguish between
the two. It compares and contrasts the two approaches using the
five activities in the assessment process: gathering, recording,
interpreting, using, and reporting information about a child’s
progress and achievement.
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Section 2
Classroom

Assessment Methods

This section introduces a variety of methods for gathering and
using information about how well children are learning across the
curriculum. The methods range from observation and questioning
as part of daily teaching and learning to the more formal and
structured method, standardised testing. By using a combination
of methods over time, the teacher gathers evidence of children’s
progress and achievement. Based on this evidence, he/she plans
how future learning can be supported most effectively.

Not everything a child learns can be assessed or needs to be
assessed. In partnership with colleagues, the teacher can use the
Primary School Curriculum to prioritise what the child should be
enabled to do and understand in terms of knowledge, skills, values,
attitudes, and dispositions. He/she will sometimes focus on the
child’s learning in a particular subject but at other times look at the
child’s learning across different subjects. Having decided what is to
be assessed, the teacher considers how it will be assessed and how
the assessment information will be used.

Much of the teacher’s assessment is done intuitively while some is
planned for particular purposes. Intuitive assessment and planned
assessment are complementary and both are necessary if the
teacher is to gain a comprehensive picture of each child’s progress
and achievement. For example, in helping a group of senior infants
to draft a story about their visit to the nearby park, the teacher
notices that one child forms an ‘a’ incorrectly and that another
child does likewise with a ‘c’ and a ‘d’. This can prompt the teacher
to plan some focused observation with these two children over

the following few days. Through focused observations the teacher
can identify the need to support one of the children in forming

the ‘c, 0, a, d and p’ family of letters. By interpreting much of the
information children share through their words, their silences, their
actions, and their interactions the teacher can balance intuitive and
planned assessment in order to benefit each child as a learner.

This section supports the classroom teacher in answering
the questions:

e How will | assess?
e How will | use the information | gather?

It provides information on eight assessment methods

and shows how these methods can be used for AfL and AoL.

(See Sections 1 and 3.) The methods are self-assessment,
conferencing, portfolio assessment, concept mapping, questioning,
teacher observation, teacher-designed tasks and tests, and
standardised testing.

While there are many more assessment methods that teachers

can and do use, the guidelines use these eight to demonstrate the
diversity of assessment methods and the benefits that can accrue
from using a combination of methods. No one assessment method,
of itself, will provide sufficiently useful information to the teacher.
Indeed any one method usually involves using other methods to a
greater or lesser extent, for example a teacher-designed task may
also involve questioning and observing children.

In these guidelines, each method is described in response to
questions such as the following:

e What is the purpose of this assessment method?
e How is the method used?

e What information is recorded?

e How is this information used?

The methods are illustrated by examples from practice.

These examples, referred to as sample activities, help to show
how the methods operate in actual classrooms. The sample
activities focus on particular subjects or areas of the curriculum
and on particular class levels. However, many of the methods
can be used with other subjects or curriculum areas and can

be adapted to other class levels.? The sample activities begin with
an outline of the relevant curriculum area, subject, strand, strand
unit, curriculum objective(s), and class level(s) in the Primary
School Curriculum, which can be downloaded from or viewed at
http://www.curriculumonline.ie. In the case of sample activities
which focus on English, a /" sign is used to present the relevant
strand(s) and strand units(s). This strategy takes account of
English: Additional Support Material published in 2005.

The eight assessment methods are presented on a continuum in
Figure 2. Methods positioned towards the left are those in which
the child plays a leading role in assessing his/her own work;
towards the right of the continuum the teacher plays a greater role
in leading the assessment. While no single assessment method is
exclusive to AfL or AoL, those towards the left of the continuum
(the child in a leading role) generally have a stronger AfL focus
while those to the right generally have a stronger AoL focus.

2 In the case of some of the sample activities, teachers are referred to using
first names while in other sample activities they are referred to using their last
name. This reflects the variety of practice across primary schools in Ireland.



Figure 2: A continuum of assessment methods

concept mapping questioning

teacher
observation

portfolio assessment

conferencing
tasks and tests

teacher-designed

self- standardised
assessment testing
Child leads the assessment Teacher leads the assessment

The discussion of assessment methods in this section follows the
order shown in Figure 2. Each method is presented as a fold-out
from the main document.

e Self-assessment page 14
e Conferencing page 24
e Portfolio assessment page 30
e Concept mapping page 36
e Questioning page 42
e Teacher observation page 46
e Teacher-designed tasks and tests page 54

e Standardised testing page 60.
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Self-assessment

What is self-assessment?

Children are involved in self-assessment when they look at their
own work in a reflective way, identify aspects of it that are good and
that could be improved, and then set personal learning targets for
themselves.

Self-assessment involves metacognition—the process of being
aware of and reflecting on one’s own learning. Self-assessment
skills include effective questioning, reflection, problem-solving,
comparative analysis, and the ability to share thoughts in a variety
of ways. Self-assessment can be used by children of all ability
levels and in all areas of learning. In age-appropriate ways, it can
be used throughout the primary school and across subjects. Whole
class discussions, group situations or one-to-one conferencing are
all platforms for self-assessment.

In looking at examples of self-assessment across the curriculum,
the child can use self-assessment skills in drafting, revising,
editing and publishing a piece of his/her own writing. He/she

can use the skills in choosing the best samples of his/her work

to include in a portfolio for Social, Environmental and Scientific
Education (SESE), Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE)
or Arts Education. (See Section 2, pp. 30-33 for more information
on portfolio assessment.) Self-assessment can also play a critical
role in creating, talking about, and recording musical compositions.
Keeping a portfolio as a personal record of progress and reviewing
its contents encourages the child in self-assessment by helping
him/her to clarify objectives and set new learning targets. It can be
used to foster reflection, both verbal and non-verbal, and higher-
level thinking skills. A learning log can be used to document the
child’s self-assessment and reflection on his/her work samples or
collections.

What is its value as an assessment method?
Self-assessment is an essential part of AfL. It enables the child
to take greater responsibility for his/her own learning. The child
can use different strategies when thinking about what he/she has
learned and use a set of criteria to make judgements about it.
The most successful criteria are those that are agreed beforehand
by the teacher and the class. Self-assessment helps the child to
recognise the next steps in his/her learning and to become more
independent and motivated. As the child develops self-confidence
he/she can feel more secure about not always being right. In this
way, self-assessment contributes to a positive classroom climate
in which making mistakes is considered central to the learning
process. The results of the child’s self-assessment (for example,
learning logs, portfolios, pieces of writing) can be shared with
his/her parents during parent/teacher meetings. This can give
parents more information about the child’s learning from the
child’s own perspective.

How is self-assessment used?

The skills of self-assessment need to be learned over time. This
involves a long-term, continuing process that is planned at class
and school level. The skills the child needs can be taught or
modelled by the teacher and practised by the child until he/she
feels comfortable using them independently.

The teacher can encourage the child to think about his/her own
work using guiding questions, tools or aids. These include, for
example, rubrics, Know, Want to know, Learned (KWL) grids, Plus,
Minus and Interesting (PMI) diagrams, ladders, traffic lights, talk
partners/buddies, checklists and webs. (See Appendix A, pp. 84-85
for more information on self-assessment tools.) The teacher can
incorporate learning targets and success criteria into classroom
discussions. The child can then learn to assess his/her work against
these targets or criteria. By giving positive, informative feedback to
the child the teacher can support him/her in recognising and taking
the next appropriate steps in learning.
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Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit
Curriculum objective
Class level

A sample rubic

Sample activity 2.1
Using a rubric for self-assessment

Arts Education

Visual arts

Construction

Looking and responding

The child should be enabled to look at and talk about his/her work and the work of other children.
Third and fourth classes

The children in Mr. Byrne's third and fourth classes are given the task of building a model of a bridge.
They have learned about many kinds of bridges over a few lessons. Mr. Byrne wants them to show that
they understand the essential functions of a bridge, its construction, and its features. The children
have to show the plan they have drawn of the bridge, and they have to tell why the bridge is built in this
way. They can use any kind of suitable materials to make it. The teacher has discussed the important
elements in planning and building this model with the class. The following rubric is used after the
model is built.

Feature

Plan

| made out a plan for my
model with a few details.

| made out a plan of my model
with quite a few details.

| made out a very detailed
plan for my model.

Design

| didn’t show the important
features of the bridge.

| showed some of the features
in my model.

| showed a lot or all of the
features in my model.

Materials

The materials | used to make
the bridge were not suitable.

| used some suitable materials.

All the materials | used were
very suitable.

Why the bridge
was built like this

| didn’t explain this.

| partly explained it.

| explained it very well.

Appearance

My bridge looks OK.

My bridge looks good.

My bridge looks great.

The children complete the rubric by ticking or colouring the appropriate level of quality they judge their
model to show. Differentiating according to the children’s ability, Mr. Byrne helps some children use
the rubric by reading the statements and talking to the children about what they think of the quality of
their bridges.

Variations on this rubric include extending the range of quality to perhaps four levels. For example,
for children who have more experience of using assessment rubrics this could include familiarising
the children with the expected standards or levels of quality before beginning the model work, and
demonstrating what such levels would look like by showing similar work done by other children.




Curriculum area/Subject
Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objective
Class level

Prompt questions

Sample activity 2.2
Using questions for self-assessment

Mathematics

Shape and space

3-D shapes

The child should be enabled to explore the relationship between 2-D and 3-D shapes.
First and second classes

The school where Ray teaches is working on self-assessment with children from junior infants to sixth
class. Because his first and second classes have been working on self-assessment for some time now
and are comfortable with the process, Ray often encourages them to work in pairs or small groups to

discuss how they feel about their learning. He sometimes works with all the children together.

At the end of a maths lesson on shape in May, he encourages the children to think and talk about their
learning. He models some prompt questions for them, as follows:

e Where did | get stuck? e  Who did | ask?
e What did | do? e What new thing did | learn?
e What helped me best?

He suggests some possible answers and then gives the children two minutes to think. Working with the
whole class, Ray listens to the children’s responses to each question.

Ahmed (Has good mathematical ability): / think it's hard to remember the difference
between 2-D and 3-D shapes.
Tom (Works with the learning support teacher): Some of the names are hard to say.
Ciara Well, | checked the 3-D shapes in the Maths Corner for the names | couldn’t remember.
Shane | just asked Dara.

Marie-Claire / learned the word cuboid.
Anna A cuboid is very like a cube.

Considering the children’s comments, Ray orders more books on shape for the classroom library. He
also adds more computer programs on mathematics to the class software collection. He encourages the
children to search the books and the programs for answers to some of their questions.

Ray pins the five self-assessment questions in large letters to the notice-board at the top of the class.
Over the following weeks, he gives the class some time after each maths lesson to reflect on the
questions. As the children respond, he makes sure that the more-able children are allowed time to
say what they found difficult so that everyone in the class understands that anyone can experience
challenges while learning and that’s ok!




Sample activity 2.2 (continued)

Ray usually asks the children to give their responses orally. He sometimes asks them to write their
answers but he is aware that the children’s self-assessment might be reduced to what they find easy to
write. Sometimes he chats with individual children about their assessment of their own work. He might
mark a checklist he has already prepared. (See example below.)

Sample checklist

Date: 01.10.07

Naming 2-D shapes

Name square rectangle circle triangle

1st Class

Ciara v v v v

Noor confuses square and rectangle v v

2st Class

Juli v v/ v v

Pat confuses square and rectangle can’t name can’t pronounce
Jess v 4 v v

The checklist helps to guide Ray’s classroom planning and it helps him remember what he wants to
discuss with the children’s parents when they call to the school later in the year.




Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objective

Class level

Strand

Strand unit
Curriculum objective
Class level

Sample activity 2.3
Using an evaluation sheet for
self-assessment within a group

Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE)

Geography

Natural environments

Land, rivers and seas of my county

The child should be enabled to become familiar with the names and locations of some major natural
features in the county.

Third and fourth classes

Natural environments

Physical features of Europe and the world

The child should be enabled to learn about a small number of the major natural features of Europe.
Fifth and sixth classes

Mrs. Cunningham teaches in a school in County Galway. She teaches twenty children in four class
groups — third, fourth, fifth and sixth. Third and fourth classes have been learning about some of the
physical features of Co. Galway. Her fifth and sixth classes have been learning about the physical
features of Europe. Both groups have opportunities to use a digital projector and an interactive
whiteboard to zoom in and out of features on relevant maps. The third and fourth class children enjoy
zooming into an aerial photograph of their school as part of their work on their county.

To find out what the children in the different classes have learned Mrs. Cunningham sets differentiated
tasks for them. The more junior classes work in groups to locate Galway Bay, Lough Corrib, the
Maamturk Mountains, the Partry Mountains, the Aran Islands, Inishbofin, and four other physical
features of their choice of Co. Galway on a blank map. The older children also work in groups to locate
most of the features they have learned about on a blank map of Europe. The children can use the
classroom computer to help with their tasks. Mrs. Cunningham asks the groups to display their work
appropriately. Before the classes begin their tasks they discuss what the success criteria will be. With
some help from Mrs. Cunningham, they agree on three:

Sample success criteria

e The features must be correctly placed.
e The maps must be easy to read.
e The maps must be colourful.

The classes begin working in small groups.




Sample activity 2.3 (continued)

When each group has displayed its work, Mrs. Cunningham gives the children a short time to reflect
on what they have learned, how they have worked together in groups, and to what extent they have
met their success criteria. She then distributes an evaluation sheet and allows the children time to
complete it. She works with some of the younger and some of the less-able children. She discusses
their ideas with them and helps them to record them. (See the evaluation sheet completed by Aoife.)

Sample evaluation sheet
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Mrs. Cunningham reads all the evaluation sheets before the end of the week. On Friday morning she
returns them to the children and allows them time to read her comments. While her class are doing
some personal reading Mrs. Cunningham encourages children who so wish to discuss the comments
with her on a one-to-one basis.




Curriculum area/Subject
Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objective

Class level

Séan’s KWL grid

Sample activity 2.4
Using a KWL grid for self-assessment

Mathematics

Number

Fractions

The child should be enabled to express improper fractions as mixed numbers and vice versa
and position them on the number line.

Fifth and sixth classes

Infon Ui Mhurch teaches fifth class. There are twenty-seven children in the class. Many of the
children in the class have a low ability level in mathematics. They find abstract concepts particularly
challenging. One Friday morning Inion Ui Mhurchd explains that the class will work on fractions during
the following week. She revises what the class has already learned in this area. At the end of the
revision session she encourages her class to fill in their KWL grids.

Some of the children’s KWL grids are shown below.

Addi’s KWL grid
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Infon Ui Mhurcht reads quickly through the completed grids when planning her mathematics lessons
for the following weeks. She ensures that she has included many of the items in the wanted sections
of the grids, for example identifying mixed numbers in the children’s environment (shoe sizes, food
packaging) and exploring what they mean. During the week she encourages each child to work on the
item he/she wants to know more about. Some bring in examples from home, some check computer
programs, others go online to find information, while others read library books and textbooks. Some
ask Infon Ui Mhurcht or a classmate. Before Inion Ui Mhurchd finishes the work on fractions she asks
each child to complete his/her grid recording at least one thing he/she has learned.




Séan’s KWL grid

Sample activity 2.4 (continued)

Some of the children’s KWL grids are shown below.

Addi’s KWL grid
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Infon Ui Mhurchu collects the grids. She uses the completed grids when revising fractions, setting

homework, and designing differentiated tests for her class.

Sample homework

Maths Homework Monday, January 14

Write 5 mixed numbers.

List 5 fractions that make one when you add them.
Do % and Y2 make one?

Are improper fractions > 17

&SP =

Write 5 improper fractions.

She files the grids as part of her records on each child. She finds the grids especially helpful when
chatting to parents about their children’s progress and when completing report cards at the end of the

school year.




Réimse curaclaim
Abhar

Snaithe
Snathaonad
Cuspéir curaclaim
Leibhéal ranga

Ceithre chritéar

Gniomhaiocht shamplach 2.5
Ag baint usaide as léaraid PMI
le haghaidh féinmheasunaithe

Teanga

Gaeilge

Labhairt

Ag usaid teanga

Ba choir go gcuirfi ar chumas an phaiste cluichi teanga a imirt.
Ranganna a cuig is a sé

T4 féinmheastint mar chuid de ghnathshaol SN Ballynogue. O na laethanta is luaithe spreagtar na
daltai le meastnu a dhéanamh ar a gcuid oibre féin, ar bhealai ata oiritinach da n-aois, chun a gcéad
chéimeanna eile a phleanail. Da bhri sin, téd na h-ardranganna sa scoil ar a gcompoérd leis an bpréiseas
measUnaithe seo. Minionn a muinteoir, Sile, rialacha chluiche béil teanga do ranganna a clig is a

sé. larrtar orthu treoracha simpli béil as Gaeilge a leantint. Ma leanann na daltai na treoracha go
clramach ba choir go mbeadh pictitr de chruth matamaiticitil acu ar deireadh. Pléann siad na focail
a bheidh de dhith orthu. Molann na paisti focail ata ar eolas acu cheana - direach, line, fada, ar dheis,
ar chlé. Le cuidit 6n mhuinteoir cuireann siad na focail a leanas leis an méid sin: tarraing, nios faide,
gearr, nios giorra. Scriobhann Sile roinnt frasai Gra ar an gclar dubh-cas, nécha céim, cosuil. Minionn
si na frasai. Sula dtosaionn said, pléann Sile agus a rang na critéir rathtla a ghlacfar leo don tasc
airithe seo. Comhaontaionn siad ar cheithre chritéar. Scriobhann Sile ar an gclar dubh iad.

e Eist go cliramach — cuimhnigh gan cur isteach ar dhaoine eile.

e Scriobh tri fhocal ar a laghad a chloiseann agus a thuigeann tu.

e Scriobh aimn an ruda thios faoi.

e Déan an litrit a seiceéil (i bhfocloir, i leabhair, ar chairteacha n6 ar line).

Go mall, I1éann Sile amach na treoracha le dronuilleog a tharraingt. Cuireann si na critéir rathila i
gcuimhne do na daltai agus iad ag obair. Nuair a bhionn criochnaithe ag na paisti, iarrann Sile orthu
a gcuid oibre a thaispeaint. Ta dronuilleog déanta ag cuid acu agus d’éirigh leo an focal dronuilleog

a aimsiu i bhfoinsi éagsulla tagartha até sa seomra ranga. Scriobh tromlach na bpaisti cuid de na

focail a d'Gsaid Sile. Direach sula dtéann na paisti ar sos tugtar ctiig n6iméad déibh lena gcuid oibre

a mheasunu agus léaraidi PMI & n-usaid acu. Dirionn Sile a n-aird ar na critéir rathula ata ar an gclar
dubh. Daileann si léaraidi simpli PMI. larrann si ar gach paiste rud dearfach agus rud ditltach faoin
obair a chur san aireamh (rud amhain a bhfuil duil aige/aici faoina c(h)uid oibre agus rud amhain

nach bhfuil duil aige/aici faoina c(h)uid oibre). larrann si orthu leis rud amhain suimiuil faoin obair

a lua. Scriobhann Zita ina céipleabhar Bheadh mo phictitr nios fearr da mbeadh peann luaidhe géar
agam. Nior thuig mé chuid mhér da raibh & ra ag an muinteoir ach chuala mé ‘aris’ agus ‘line’ agus
litrigh mé i gceart iad! Scriobhann Mairin Sheiceail mé an litrit ar chuid de na focail ar line ach bhi
Simon ag iarraidh an riomhaire a Usaid agus ni raibh mé abalta teacht ar an Ghaeilge ar ‘rectangle’. Is
i ‘cearnég’ an Ghaeilge ar ‘square’ afach! Scriobhann Dean Nior scriobh mé ach dhéa fhocal — nil sé sin
r6-mhaith — ach ta a fhios agam gur litrigh mé ‘dronuilleog’ mar is ceart. D’aimsigh mé é san foclgir!
Bheadh mo chuid oibre nios fearr da n-éistfinn nios cdramai!

Bailionn Sile pictitir agus léaraidi PMI na bpaisti. Cuireann si i gcomhad iad d’fhonn comparaid a
dhéanamh le ceacht ata ar intinn aici a thabhairt nios déanai sa bhliain. Mar chuid da n-obair bhaile
an trathnéna sin iarrann Sile ar na paisti tri abairt a scriobh ag Gsaid focail a scriobh siad taobh lena
bpictitir.
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Conferencing

What is conferencing?

Conferencing in the context of assessment means that those
concerned with the child’s learning share their knowledge and
understanding of the child’s work, its processes and outcomes
during a planned or intuitive meeting. At designated times during
the school year the child’s work and progress can be the subject of
meetings between the child and his/her teacher, or the teacher and
parents, or teacher and teacher, or all parties together.

What is the value of conferencing

as an assessment method?

Conferencing provides an opportunity to share information in

order to increase understanding about the child’s learning. The
conference is an assessment activity. When the conference is
between teacher and child, about the work in a portfolio for
example, the teacher talks to the child about his/her strengths

and achievements and makes suggestions about where and how
learning can be improved. Through conferencing the teacher listens
to the child’s ideas about what he/she finds easy or difficult in
learning, and encourages this kind of openness in the child. This is
an example of AfL; the outcome of the conference will inform the
teacher’s planning for next steps in the child’s learning, and will
help the child to see how his/her work can be improved.

How is conferencing used?

Teacher/child conferencing

The teacher sets aside a certain time for the conference, which
might be termed a review, or a meeting, or simply a conversation.
If conferencing is done regularly, for example weekly, the teacher
will probably be able to devote only a few minutes to each child. If
children are new to the process this might be a useful way to start.
The duration or frequency will not matter as much as the child
participating in and valuing the exercise.

The subject of the conference might be a single product of
learning (a written story, a drawing, a project), or general learning
experiences, such as using ICT or taking part in a drama or a field
sport. The conference should be informal and non-threatening. It
is essentially a conversation about school-work. At a later stage, or
with older children, the teacher may use the conference to assign
a grade to a particular piece of work the child has completed.
Discussion of criteria would be essential: What is it that makes
this a good piece of work? How might it be improved? A simple
assessment rubric would be useful for this activity. A rubric is

an assessment tool which describes varying levels of quality in a
specific piece of work. (See Appendix A, p. 84 for more information
on rubrics.) Sample activity 2.6 on the following page is an
example of how a rubric might be used with sixth class children to
assess pieces of their writing.

The classroom climate is a significant factor in the conferencing
process. Children need to know and accept that they are not under
examination in a conference with the teacher, and that they are free
to say what they feel about their own performance in an activity

or area of learning. The conference is more likely to succeed in a
classroom culture that respects children’s opinions and encourages
them to express them. Children also need to see the conference as
an opportunity to learn something about themselves as learners.
Sample activity 2.7 on page 26 presents a conversation as part of a
teacher/child conference in a supportive classroom environment.




Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objectives

Class level

Strand
Strand unit

Curriculum objective

Sample activity 2.6
Using an assessment rubric as part of conferencing

Language

English

Competence and confidence in using language / Writing

Writing: developing competence, confidence and the ability to write independently
Competence and confidence in using language: developing competence, confidence and the
ability to write independently

The child should be enabled to write, without redrafting, on a given or chosen topic within
certain time constraints.

The child should be enabled to observe the conventions of grammar, punctuation and
spelling in his/her writing.

The child should be enabled to help others in editing their writing.

Fifth and sixth classes

Receptiveness to language / Writing

Writing: creating and fostering the impulse to write

Receptiveness to language: creating and fostering the impulse to write

The child should be enabled to receive and give constructive responses to writing.

Class level Fifth and sixth classes
Sixth class children use the rubric below to assess a story they have written. The particular elements
in the rubric are based on what makes a good story as discussed and agreed by the children and their
teacher beforehand (the criteria for success in writing the story). Another rubric might be used in
subsequent writing to assess punctuation, for example the use of quotation marks, exclamation marks,
and so on.

Sample rubic

Feature | didn't do well | made a good effort | made a very good effort

Structure My story doesn’t have a clear My story has a structure and plot | My story has a clear structure

and plot beginning, middle and end. but some of it is not clear. and plot.

Paragraphs | have too many (or too few) Some paragraphs are in the right | My paragraphs begin at change
paragraphs, or they are not places, but some aren't. points in the story and help the
beginning in suitable places. reader to follow the story better.

Interest My story is not that interesting. My story is fairly interesting. My story is very interesting.

Characters | have described no strong | have described at least one The characters in the story
character in the story. strong character in the story. are described well.

Each child’s reflection on his/her own piece of writing helps to develop his/her skills of metacognition
(reflecting on one’s own learning). A key outcome of each conference is that both the teacher and the
child can understand something more about the child’s learning and the next steps that need to be
taken in supporting learning. In addition, the individualised nature of the conference means that the
teacher can differentiate support appropriate to each child’s abilities and needs.




Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objectives

Class level

Sample activity 2.7
A teacher/child conference

Language

English

Competence and confidence in using language / Writing

Writing: developing competence, confidence and the ability to write independently
Competence and confidence in using language: developing competence, confidence and the ability
to write independently

The child should be enabled to experience varied and consistent oral language activity as part
of the pre-writing process.

The child should be enabled to write independently through a process of drafting, revising,
editing and publishing.

Fifth and sixth classes

Mr. Swift uses conferencing regularly with his twenty-six fifth and sixth class children. He makes time
for small groups of the children to talk with him on a Friday before lunch. In this way, the children get
to talk about their work for about three or four minutes every third week. Here he is talking with Shane
about a piece of writing the class had done earlier in the week: A UFO Landed Here Yesterday:

Mr. Swift Well Shane, what do you think about what you have written here? Are you happy with it?

Shane | don’t know ... It's a bit short, | suppose.

Mr. Swift Well to me it’s not too short. But what about the story? Did you read it to your buddy?
Shane | did. He thought the beginning was exciting but the ending was boring.

Mr. Swift  And what do you think?

Shane Yeah, | think he’s right. | had a few good sentences at the start - the short sentences we

talked about before we started to write ... to make more suspense.

Mr. Swift | agree. You made the opening very interesting. And you used some of the scary words
we had on the list. But | wonder had you a plan for how it would end? | think it finished
too quickly.

Shane Yeah, it did. | just ran out of ideas. So | just finished it off.

Mr. Swift OK, so would you have another go at the ending? Remember that someone reading this
story wants to know what happened to the two main characters. So make up a new last
paragraph with a bit more information, just to bring the story to an interesting conclusion.
If you get stuck come back to me tomorrow, and we’ll look at it again.

Shane OK teacher, I've just thought of a better ending!

During the conference, Mr. Swift directs Shane in identifying what could be improved in his story.
There are a number of other things the teacher could dwell on but he uses this conference to highlight
the story’s ending, as work was done with the class recently on building structure in a story. Shane will
now write up a second draft of the story. There may be some further small changes before the final
draft is completed.

Mr. Swift has also used a buddy system in the class to have children read each other’s work
constructively. Each child is required to note one strength and one idea for improvement in the work
of the partner buddy. Each teacher/child conference takes just a few minutes, the whole group taking
50-55 minutes of class time. Mr. Swift is confident that the time spent on conferencing is well spent,
given the real improvement he has seen in the children’s work.




Conferencing for AfL and AoL

Conferencing is a valuable exercise in AfL when it happens on an
on-going basis during the school year. Then, steps can be taken to
offer more focused support to the child. An end-of-year conference
is more likely to support AoL when all parties consider the progress
the child has made during the period of learning, often the full
school year. This might involve talking about the outcomes of
standardised tests, if they have been administered during that year.

Other types of conferencing

Parent/teacher conferences

Assessment information is also shared at parent/teacher meetings.
Some of these are scheduled; others are unplanned meetings
between the teacher and the child’s parents. For both teacher

and parent the meeting is an opportunity to learn more about

how the child learns at home and at school, and to consider ways
in which that learning can be supported. Such a meeting is also

a chance to talk about the child’s special interests, anxieties or
misunderstandings concerning schoolwork or homework.

Teacher/teacher conferences
Teachers can meet each other to look at children’s work within and
across schools. This type of conferencing can help teachers to

e design more effective assessments

e develop common standards through a shared understanding
of the quality of children’s work

e gather and reflect on ideas for revising classroom practice.

In conferencing of this kind teachers identify criteria for judging the
quality of work in different curriculum areas/subjects at different
class levels by using samples of children’s work as a basis

for discussion.
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Portfolio assessment

What is a portfolio?

From an early age children can develop self-assessment skills,
gradually taking more responsibility for the quality of their own
work. Creating a portfolio is a useful way to promote these skills.
A portfolio is a collection of the child’s work, reflecting his/her
learning and development over a period of time. It can provide
evidence of progress in learning in a curriculum area, a subject, a
strand, or a across a number of these, using a topic or theme as
the focus. The Primary School Curriculum recommends the use
of portfolios as well as work samples and projects for assessing
learning in a number of subjects: Gaeilge, English, mathematics,
SESE, SPHE, visual arts, music and drama.

Depending on its purpose, the portfolio can be used over a year, a
term, or a shorter period. Portfolios also provide opportunities for
collaborative assessment whereby the teacher and child together
look at and talk about the child’s work, identifying positive features
and points for improvement.

Portfolios can exist in hard copy and/or electronically. An electronic
portfolio, also known as an e-portfolio or digital portfolio, is

a collection of a child’s work created using word processing,
presentation, multimedia authoring, concept mapping, database
and/or spreadsheet software, and is assembled by the child.
Simple text-and-illustration entries can be created by very young
children. E-portfolios also provide scope for connecting work within
the portfolio (for example, linking a video file to a document)

and external to the portfolio (for example, linking a website to a
presentation). The NCCA's guidelines, ICT in the Primary School
Curriculum (2004) note that the range of electronic work samples
will increase as children become more familiar with developing and
maintaining their e-portfolios. This will stimulate their interest in
using ICT for learning, and foster their ability to assess their own
work (p. 35). E-portfolios can be updated and managed online,
which facilitates sharing the child’s work with others and storing
assessment data within the classroom and school. An example of
an e-portfolio is described in sample activity 2.9 which follows.

What might the child put in a portfolio?

The portfolio’s contents depend on the portfolio’s purpose(s). The
teacher decides on the purpose(s) of the portfolio before beginning
to use it. Examples of purposes might be: to show improvement

in children’s work, to show a range of work, to show children’s
strengths and interests, or to show their best work. The portfolio
can represent both AfL and AoL. Depending on its purpose(s),

the portfolio might contain samples of the child’s work across the
curriculum or in a particular subject including:

e Examples of written work at different stages of development
(stories, letters, poetry)

e Project work in science, history or geography

e Work samples in visual arts

e (Charts or diagrams from mathematics or science

e Photographs or video-recordings of the child’s participation in a
physical education activity

e Recordings of musical work.

How does the portfolio work as an

assessment method?

Once the teacher has decided the purpose(s) of the portfolio,
he/she explains the concept to the children. The teacher provides
folders or containers of suitable size, or the child might make
his/her own. The teacher arranges for storage (paper-based and/or
electronic). The teacher or child (or both together) periodically
select a piece of work for the portfolio using the agreed purpose(s)
and criteria. The child attaches a short written statement explaining
why this piece was selected. (The emphasis should be on what the
child has learned.) The teacher and child can assign a grade or
comment to each piece of work based on criteria related to learning
goals or outcomes, but it is important that the teacher is aware
that assigning grades rather than comments to items in a portfolio
changes the assessment role of the portfolio.

The class could organise a display of portfolios in conjunction with
a parent/teacher meeting. Some children might like to talk about
their portfolios, what the work in it means to them, and what they
have learned from it.

Questions a teacher should ask when planning

to use a portfolio

e Why am | using the portfolio?

e What kind of learning will | assess?

Which subject(s)/skills/concepts/dispositions will | assess?

e How will the portfolio contribute to my assessment of the child’s
progress and achievement?

e What period of time will it cover—a term, a month, the full year?
(Shorter periods will suit younger children.)

e What size will the portfolios be? Where will | store them? |s
electronic recording possible?

e Who will select the content for the portfolio, and how frequently?
e |f | plan to assign grades or comments to items in the portfolio,
what criteria will | use to assign these? How will the children

know what these criteria are?

e What will happen to the portfolio at the end of its use? Will the
portfolios be shown to a wider audience (for example parents,
other children in the school, at a school assembly or open
day/evening)?



Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit
Curriculum objectives

Class level

Strand
Strand unit

Curriculum objectives
Class level

Sample activity 2.8
Creating a writing portfolio

Language

English

Receptiveness to language / Writing

Writing: creating and fostering the impulse to write / Receptiveness to language

The child should be enabled to express and communicate reactions to reading experiences.
The child should be enabled to experience interesting and relevant writing challenges.

The child should be enabled to see his/her writing valued.

Fifth and sixth classes

Competence and confidence in using language / Writing

Writing: developing competence, confidence and the ability to write independently
Competence and confidence in using language

The child should be enabled to observe the teacher improving writing.

Fifth and sixth classes

Ms. Kennedy teaches fifth class and uses portfolios to assess the children’s work in English during
the year. She gets the children to make up the folders (A3 size) and design the covers. She tells the
children at the outset that the purpose of the portfolio is to show others and themselves how their
English work improves during the year. About every two weeks Ms. Kennedy gives the class some time
to look at their pieces of work and asks them to select what they think is a good piece. On the back
of it they write one or two sentences explaining what is good about it. These features/qualities of good
work are written on posters by Ms. Kennedy and displayed on the classroom wall so that she and the
children can refer to them. They provide the basis for useful discussions.

Over the months the collection of work in each portfolio grows. By the end of the year, each portfolio

has about fifteen items including poems, pieces of writing (some descriptive and some in story form),
the re-telling of news items discussed in class, and accounts of holidays and school events. There are
also word puzzles and quizzes, jokes and cartoon strips. The children store the portfolios on a shelf in
the class library.

Ms. Kennedy is surprised at how well the children look after their portfolios. At the end of the year
the class have a portfolio presentation whereby each child has a minute to talk to the class about
his/her work and select their best piece. Many of the children are able to say how their work in English
improved over the year. The portfolios are of great interest to parents when they meet the teachers and
receive their children’s reports.




Curriculum area/Subject
Strand

Strand unit

Curriculum objectives

Class level
Strand
Strand unit

Curriculum objectives

Class level

Sample activity 2.9
Creating e-portfolios

Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE)

Myself

Self-identity

The child should be enabled to develop an appreciation of and talk about personal strengths,
abilities and characteristics.

The child should be enabled to recognise and reflect on choices that are made every day.
First and second classes

Myself

Taking care of my body

The child should be enabled to explore the various things the body can do.
The child should be enabled to develop and practise hygiene skills.

First and second classes

In the first school term, children created portfolios of their learning about farm animals. Mrs. Farrell
worked with children to create and maintain different kinds of portfolios. Some portfolios were
presented in ring-binders with plastic pockets or file folders while others used pizza boxes.

To promote children’s use of ICT for learning, Mrs. Farrell plans to use e-portfolios for assessing
children’s learning in SPHE with children in first class. Her purpose is to document children’s growing
awareness and understanding of their bodies as well as their skills at making good choices.

Mrs. Farrell begins by helping the children to create a new folder on the desktop of the classroom PC.
They use their own names for their folders. Using word processing software, Mrs. Farrell creates a one-
page introduction to the e-portfolio (as shown below) which she helps each child to complete and save
in his/her folder.

Introduction to the e-portfolio

My name is

Welcome to my first e-portfolio. It is all about me.




Sample activity 2.9 (continued)

Mrs. Farrell and the children use the digital camera to take photographs of each child which they paste
into each e-portfolio introduction.

To help children name and remember body parts, the children’s next portfolio entry focuses on
inserting the correct words beside a diagram of the body with blank labels. Over the following weeks
each child continues to add samples of work to his/her e-portfolio including photographs of things the
child likes to do, a list of things the child wants to learn to do, an audio file of a short story about a
good choice that the child made, and some scanned artwork of children looking after their bodies.

Children become more familiar with finding and opening their own folders on the desktop of the
classroom PC and adding new work sample files. During the term, each child shares his/her portfolio
of work with other children in the group, discussing what they like about their work samples, and
things they would like to improve on. Mrs. Farrell assesses the children’s skills in presenting their
own work to others. She sees from the range of skills the children demonstrate that further work and
encouragement are needed for the shyer children in the class and she reorganises the portfolio groups
to support these children.

At the end of the term Mrs. Farrell will provide time for children to present their portfolios and talk

to the class about what they have learned about themselves. Mrs. Farrell plans to record children’s
presentations as short video files which provide evidence of children’s reflections on their learning and
their portfolios. These will be the final entries in the e-portfolio for each child.
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Concept mapping

What is concept mapping?

Concept mapping (also known as semantic networking) is a process
used to make spatial representations of ideas and the relationships
between these ideas. The concept maps (or semantic networks)

are similar to graphs containing ideas and labelled lines which
describe the relationships between them. The purpose of the maps

is to help the child show what and how he/she thinks about an idea.

While there are different kinds of concept maps, they all help the
child to organise and represent his/her thinking. In this way, the
maps are graphic organisers or picture summaries of the child’s
understanding of ideas and the relationships between ideas.

What is the value of concept mapping as an
assessment method?

Children constantly take in information about the world around
them. They use this information to construct theories about why
things are the way they are and why things happen as they do.
These theories can change over time as a result of children’s
experiences and interactions with their environment and with
other people. Concept mapping helps the teacher to see inside
the children’s thoughts. This information can give rich insights
into what and how children are learning—the connections they are
making between ideas. Concept mapping is also very beneficial
to the children themselves. The process engages children in more
meaningful learning by helping them to integrate new information
into prior knowledge and provide evidence of this understanding.
Children can also use concept maps as study guides.

The information the teacher gathers through concept mapping
can provide important starting points and check-in points for
teaching and learning. Constructing a concept map helps children
to draw together the information they already have and understand
about a particular topic or idea, and incorporate new information
in their thinking as they learn. Concept maps can also improve
children’s understanding of individual concepts and help them to
see connections between concepts. They can be especially useful
for children with reading and writing difficulties since the children
represent what they are learning graphically. Using evidence of
children’s learning from concept maps, the teacher can identify
teaching strategies, activities and experiences to modify their
learning where misunderstanding exists, and/or further develop
their thinking.

Concept mapping is particularly useful in assessing children’s

learning in science, history and geography. It can be used with
children across the different class levels but does require more
teacher input with younger children.

How is concept mapping used?

Concept mapping begins with a discussion on the relevant idea or
concept. Through this discussion, the teacher or children record(s)
key words which represent the children’s understanding of the

idea or concept. These words become the basis for creating the
concept maps, with the idea or concept the central focus of the
map. Concept maps can be 3-D or 2-D. Making 3-D maps requires
resources such as paper or card and string or wool, while 2-D maps
can be created using paper and pencil or computer software such as
word processing or concept mapping software.

Whatever format is used, the teacher sets the children the task
(individually, in pairs or in groups) of organising the words or
concepts in a way which enables them to describe relationships
between concepts and sub-concepts. The number of concepts
represented in a child’s concept map provides evidence of the
breadth of the child’s understanding of the topic or area of study.
The levels of concepts represented (concept, sub-concept,
sub-sub-concept) suggests the depth of the child’s understanding.

The children use lines to represent the relationships across the
concepts and sub-concepts with arrows indicating the direction of
the relationship. The teacher encourages children to show as many
relationships as possible. The number of relationships represented
in the child’s map provides evidence of the extent of the child’s
integration of ideas within the topic or area of study. The teacher
asks children to describe the relationships using as few words as
possible. The accuracy of the child’s description of relationships
provides a further indicator of the extent of his/her understanding.

Some children, particularly those with strong visual-spatial abilities,
learn to use concept maps quickly. Others can take longer to
develop competence and might need to begin with simpler forms

of graphic organisers and picture summaries.

When should concept mapping be used as an
assessment method?

At the beginning of a unit of work concept maps can give
information to teachers about children’s current level of
understanding (and misunderstanding) about a particular concept.
This information enables the teacher to identify what knowledge
he/she needs to focus on to meet the children’s immediate learning
needs, thus using concept mapping for AfL. During or at the end
of a period of learning, concept mapping can provide evidence of
how experiences or activities have modified or extended children’s
thinking. To do this, the teacher can invite the children to revisit
their maps and adjust them as they would like, or the children
can be given the opportunity to construct new maps based on

the same concept. In this way, concept mapping can be used for
AoL. Through this information, the teacher can also evaluate the
effectiveness of his/her teaching in supporting children’s learning.



Curriculum area
Subject

Strand

Strand unit
Curriculum objective

Class level

Sample activity 2.10
Using concept mapping for AoL

Social, Environmental and Scientific Education (SESE)

Science

Living things

Plant and animal life

The child should be enabled to develop an increasing awareness of plants and animals
from wider environments.

Third and fourth classes

There are twenty-seven children in Ms. Daly’s third class. The children are learning about rodents in
Ireland and abroad. Ms. Daly organises a show and tell session and invites the children to take part.
Yuri brings his pet hamster to school and Sile brings the guinea-pig that her grandfather bought her
for her birthday. The class interviews t