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In today’s educational climate there are increasing demands of accountability for
improved student achievement. The Ministry of Education in British Columbia wants to
demonstrate the effectiveness of the educational system from a province-wide
perspective. Through the imposition of Foundation Skills Assessments in grades four and
seven and provincial exams from grades 10 to 12, the Ministry hopes to give a “clear
picture of how well the school system is serving British Columbians” (BC Ministry of
Education, 2005). Current literature, however, informs us that these examinations are
simply a snapshot of a student’s ability. In fact, they are forms of summative assessment,
or “assessment which aims to discover if the learner knows, understands, or can do a
predetermined thing” (Torrance & Pryor, 2001, p.617). The Ministry acknowledges that
accountability measures, like exams, do not ensure that learners will be successful. To
this end, it encourages the development of educational practices in the classroom that
incorporate specific strategies and alternate assessment tools that lead to improved
student performance (BC Ministry of Education, 2005).

Formative assessment, or assessment for learning, is a “by-product of external
accountability” (Fullan, 2005, p.54). We recognize the need for the implementation of
assessment practices that both inform and improve teacher practice, student learning, and
consequentially student academic achievement. We offer formative assessment, or
assessment that aims to discover what the learner knows, understand or can do with
intent to modify teaching or learning as a result, as such a tool. We feel that formative
assessment is a credible and holistic means of informing students, parents and educators
as to a child’s progress. Zaff (2003) further acknowledges that “formative and summative
approaches should not have to be mutually exclusive. Formative assessment should, in
theory, prepare students to excel on summative tests” (p.1).

Current literature suggests that formative assessment is a viable means to improve
student achievement. For instance, a research synthesis of over 250 studies, compiled by
Black & Wiliam (1998a), in addition to multiple experimental studies (Black et al, 2004;
Wideman, 2002; Torrance & Pryor, 2001; Higgins, Hartley & Skelton, 2001) shows
positive effects of formative assessment on student achievement on a variety of tasks.
The aforementioned research concludes that grades and test scores are not sufficient
forms of feedback to students in that grades alone do not provide a means for
improvement. The role of the teacher in making students aware of how to improve, as
well as the subsequent role the student plays, is essential. Given that the need for
improved student achievement exists and that the most effective method to do so relies on
improved teacher practice, school leaders are encouraged to implement reforms that
enhance opportunities to do so.



We further realize the increasing demands of accountability for improved student
achievement. As we are all classroom teachers, we also acknowledge that summative
evaluation isn’t enough to satisfy the external demands for accountability placed on
teachers. Formative assessment is a more sustainable and credible means of informing
students, parents, and educators as to a child’s progress in the learning process. As
educators, we see the need for principals to initiate and/or facilitate principles of
formative assessment as a viable means to improve student learning. To further explore
that end, we undertook an inquiry that addressed the questions:

1. How do educational leaders implement formative assessment to improve
student learning?

2. How do leadership roles, behaviors, and actions affect teacher practices with
respect to formative assessment?

The study took place in the Coquitlam and Surrey School Districts in the province
of British Columbia. Fourteen interviews of school administrators were conducted
during a one-month period. The interviewees represented 13 principals and one vice-
principal at the elementary, middle, and secondary levels. In addition, surveys were sent
to 60 elementary and secondary educators (teachers, department heads, administrators)
known to the research team as having participated in the implementation of formative
assessment at their schools. Responses from the 40 returned surveys were grouped and
analyzed for commonality and important differences from their perceptions regarding the
implementation of formative assessment.

Findings, Conclusions & Recommendations

The following data are our key findings with respect to the successful
implementation of formative assessment:

*  98% of survey respondents agreed that they were literate to the principles of
formative assessment and 100% agreed that formative assessment could
improve teacher practice and student learning;

* 100% of interviewed principals identified distributed leadership and teacher
practice as the key to the successful implementation of formative assessment;

* Time, including the need for professional development and in-service, is the
biggest identified barrier and the largest resource needed to implement formative
assessment in schools;

* The school leader’s personal attributes, including behaviours and actions,
combined with institutional knowledge can positively affect the successful
implementation of formative assessment, as shown by interview data.

From the data analyzed and the key findings that are presented above the research
team concluded:



* Both educators and educational leaders realize that formative assessment, which
includes but is much broader than summative assessment, appears to effect a
positive change in teacher practice and consequently, student learning.

* The leaders’ ability to understand the culture of their school is critical in guiding
the implementation process.

* Principals interviewed overwhelmingly viewed distributed leadership, the role of
teachers, and the existence of professional learning communities as pivotal to
contributing to a school’s readiness to accept assessment reform.

* Educational leaders, specifically administrators, are the gatekeepers of resources
at the school level. As such, the leader’s allocation of time is the one resource
that can most impact successful implementation of formative assessment.

The conclusions gleaned from the data analysis led to clear course of action that
will help facilitate the initiation of formative assessment in schools. Subsequently we
recommend:

* From the district to the classroom there must be assessment literacy, where a
common language is spoken, with which educators at all levels can work
collaboratively to use the tools of formative assessment to improve student
learning and teacher practice.

* School districts should aid in training educators and educational leaders in the
advantages and limitations of differing assessment and evaluation tools.

* Principals interested in implementing formative assessment should use an
implementation inventory to assess their school’s readiness.

* Affective traits that principals can bring to the school environment should be
developed by school districts through the hiring process and principal training.

e Districts should also allow school principals latitude to provide the resources and
support needed to implement formative assessment.

Our study shows that principals must work together with their districts and school
staff to set clear goals based on a the school’s readiness to implement change, hold
discussions with teachers about assessment practices, provide them with an opportunity
to learn and plan together to teach and assess, and be capable of providing meaningful
feedback to them in order to affect a true change in student learning and teacher practice.
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