dylan wiliam formative assessment
strategies

Dylan Wiliam formative assessment strategies are not just buzzwords; they are
practical, research-backed approaches that empower teachers to understand
student learning in real-time and adjust their instruction accordingly. This
article delves deep into the core principles and actionable techniques
championed by Dylan Wiliam, exploring how educators can effectively implement
formative assessment to foster a more responsive and impactful learning
environment. We will uncover the five key strategies he outlines, along with
their underlying rationale and practical applications in various classroom
settings. From eliciting evidence of learning to providing feedback that
moves learning forward, this comprehensive guide will equip you with the
knowledge to transform your teaching practice and elevate student achievement
through formative assessment.

Understanding Dylan Wiliam's Approach to
Formative Assessment

Dylan Wiliam is a globally recognized authority on formative assessment, a
process of using evidence of student learning to adapt teaching to meet
immediate needs. His work emphasizes that formative assessment is not an add-
on, but rather an integral part of the teaching and learning cycle. It is
about making learning visible, both to the student and the teacher. The
ultimate goal is to improve learning while it is still happening, rather than
simply measuring it after the fact. This approach shifts the focus from
summative judgments to ongoing diagnostic processes that inform instruction
and empower students to take ownership of their learning journey.

Wiliam's research highlights that effective formative assessment is
characterized by its embeddedness within the regular flow of classroom
activities. It is not a separate set of tests or quizzes, but a continuous
dialogue between teacher and student, facilitated through a variety of
interactive techniques. By regularly gathering information about what
students know, understand, and can do, teachers can make informed decisions
about what to teach next and how to best support each learner. This
continuous feedback loop is crucial for identifying misconceptions,
addressing learning gaps, and challenging students to deepen their
understanding.

The Five Key Strategies of Dylan Wiliam's
Formative Assessment

Dylan Wiliam has synthesized the vast field of formative assessment into five
core strategies that, when implemented effectively, can significantly enhance
student learning. These strategies are not independent silos but work in
synergy to create a dynamic and responsive classroom environment.
Understanding the nuances of each strategy is crucial for successful
application. Each strategy addresses a critical aspect of the teaching-
learning process, aiming to provide actionable insights for both teachers and



students.

1. Ensuring Learning is Visible: Eliciting Evidence
of Learning

The first and arguably most fundamental strategy in Dylan Wiliam's framework
is ensuring that learning is visible by actively eliciting evidence of
student understanding. This means moving beyond simply asking students if
they understand and instead employing techniques that require them to
demonstrate their knowledge. The aim is to gather reliable information about
where students are in their learning journey so that instruction can be
tailored to their needs. This constant gathering of information allows
teachers to be more responsive and targeted in their pedagogical decisions.

Teachers can elicit evidence of learning through a variety of methods,
ranging from low-stakes to more structured approaches. The key is that these
methods provide genuine insights into student thinking. This proactive
approach helps identify misconceptions early, preventing them from becoming
ingrained. It also celebrates and reinforces correct understanding,
motivating students and providing them with a clear sense of their progress.

Techniques for Eliciting Evidence of Learning

Questioning Techniques: Moving beyond simple recall questions to higher-
order thinking questions that require analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation. This includes techniques like "no hands up" and wait time.

e Exit Tickets/Entrance Tickets: Short, focused gquestions at the beginning
or end of a lesson to gauge understanding of key concepts or identify
areas of confusion.

e Whiteboard Responses: Students using individual whiteboards to answer
questions simultaneously, allowing the teacher to quickly scan the class
for understanding.

e Thumbs Up/Thumbs Down/Thumbs Sideways: A quick, informal way for
students to indicate their level of understanding, though it can be less
reliable for nuanced assessment.

e Concept Maps/Mind Maps: Students visually represent their understanding
of a topic by connecting key concepts and ideas.

e Performance Tasks: Requiring students to apply their knowledge and
skills in a practical context, demonstrating their understanding through
action.

e Journaling/Learning Logs: Students reflecting on their learning, posing
questions, and summarizing key takeaways.



2. Developing a Strong Pipeline of Feedback:
Developing Effective Feedback

Once evidence of learning has been gathered, the next crucial step is to
provide feedback that is both effective and actionable. Dylan Wiliam
emphasizes that feedback is only formative if it leads to improvement. This
means the feedback should be specific, timely, and focused on what the
student can do to improve. Generic praise or simply pointing out errors
without guidance is not effective formative feedback. The goal is to move
learning forward, not just to identify what is wrong.

Effective feedback helps students understand their current level of
performance, what they need to do to improve, and how they can achieve that
improvement. It should be a dialogue, encouraging students to reflect on the
feedback and take ownership of their learning. Teachers must consider the
cognitive load of the feedback, ensuring it is digestible and relevant to the
student's current stage of learning.

Principles of Effective Feedback

e Focus on the Task: Feedback should be about the work itself and the
learning goals, not about the student's personality or effort.

e Specificity: Clearly identify what was done well and what needs
improvement, providing concrete examples.

e Actionability: Offer suggestions or strategies for how the student can
improve their work or understanding.

e Timeliness: Feedback should be provided as close to the point of
performance as possible to be most effective.

e Student Involvement: Encourage students to reflect on and respond to
feedback, fostering self-regulation.

e Manageable Amount: Avoid overwhelming students with too much feedback at
once; prioritize key areas for improvement.

e Differentiated Feedback: Tailor feedback to individual student needs and
learning levels.

3. Clarifying and Sharing Learning Intentions and
Criteria for Success

A cornerstone of Dylan Wiliam's formative assessment approach is the clear
communication of learning intentions and success criteria. Students need to
understand what they are expected to learn and what successful achievement of
that learning looks like. When students are aware of the learning goals, they
can actively monitor their own progress towards them and make more informed
decisions about their learning strategies. This clarity empowers students to
become active participants in their learning rather than passive recipients



of information.

Learning intentions should be stated in student-friendly language, focusing
on the specific knowledge or skills to be acquired. Success criteria provide
concrete indicators of what successful learning will look like. This shared
understanding creates a common language and a clear target for both teaching
and learning. It shifts the focus from simply completing an activity to
achieving a specific learning outcome.

Strategies for Clarifying Learning Intentions and Success Criteria

e Stating Intentions Clearly: Begin lessons by explicitly stating what
students will be able to do by the end of the lesson.

e Co-constructing Success Criteria: Involve students in defining what
success looks like for a particular task or learning goal.

e Using Anchor Charts: Display learning intentions and success criteria
prominently in the classroom.

e Referencing Criteria During Tasks: Remind students of the learning
intentions and success criteria as they work.

e Peer and Self-Assessment: Train students to use the success criteria to
assess their own work and the work of their peers.

e Exit Tickets Aligned with Intentions: Use exit tickets to check if
students have met the stated learning intentions.

4. Activating Students as the Owners of Their Own
Learning

Dylan Wiliam strongly advocates for activating students as owners of their
own learning. This involves empowering students to take responsibility for
their learning through self-assessment, peer assessment, and by understanding
how to improve. When students are actively involved in assessing their own
progress and that of their peers, they develop a deeper understanding of the
learning goals and the standards of quality. This ownership fosters intrinsic
motivation and develops essential metacognitive skills.

Activating students means fostering a classroom culture where learning is a
collaborative and transparent process. Students should feel comfortable
asking questions, sharing their thinking, and engaging in constructive
dialogue about their learning. This strategy cultivates independent learners
who are equipped to navigate their educational Jjourney with confidence and a
sense of agency. The role of the teacher shifts from being the sole dispenser
of knowledge to a facilitator and guide.

Methods to Activate Student Ownership



e Self-Assessment: Teaching students to evaluate their own work against
clear criteria and identify areas for improvement.

e Peer Assessment: Training students to provide constructive feedback to
their classmates based on established criteria.

e Goal Setting: Encouraging students to set personal learning goals and
track their progress towards them.

e Reflection Activities: Incorporating regular opportunities for students
to reflect on their learning process and strategies.

e Metacognitive Strategies: Teaching students to think about their own
thinking and how they learn best.

e Student-Led Conferences: Empowering students to present their learning
and progress to their parents and teachers.

5. Activating Students as Learning Resources for Each
Other

The final key strategy championed by Dylan Wiliam is activating students as
learning resources for each other. This recognizes the immense potential of
peer interaction in enhancing understanding. When students explain concepts
to one another, they solidify their own understanding and gain new
perspectives. Peer learning also fosters collaboration, communication, and a
supportive classroom community. This collaborative approach enriches the
learning experience for all involved.

Effective implementation requires structured activities where students engage
in meaningful dialogue and support each other's learning. Simply having
students work in groups is not enough; the activities must be designed to
facilitate genuine learning through interaction. This strategy leverages the
collective intelligence of the classroom, making learning a shared and
dynamic experience. It also provides opportunities for students to practice
communication and interpersonal skills.

Ways to Activate Peer Learning

e Think-Pair—-Share: Students first think individually about a question,
then discuss their ideas with a partner, and finally share with the
larger group.

e Collaborative Problem Solving: Students work together to solve problems,
sharing strategies and justifying their approaches.

e Group Discussions: Facilitating structured discussions where students
can explore different viewpoints and build on each other's ideas.

e Teaching a Concept to a Peer: Having students explain a concept or skill
to a classmate who is struggling.



e Peer Tutoring: More formal arrangements where students take turns
tutoring each other.

e Reviewing and Commenting on Peer Work: Using structured protocols for
students to provide feedback on each other's assignments.

Implementing Dylan Wiliam's Formative
Assessment Strategies in Practice

Successfully integrating Dylan Wiliam's formative assessment strategies into
the classroom requires a shift in pedagogical philosophy and a commitment to
continuous improvement. It's not about adopting a single technique but about
embedding a culture of ongoing assessment for learning. This involves careful
planning, consistent application, and a willingness to adapt based on the
evidence gathered. Teachers need to see formative assessment as an ongoing
dialogue, not a periodic check.

The key to effective implementation lies in making these strategies a natural
part of the daily teaching routine. This means dedicating time for eliciting
evidence, providing feedback, and engaging students in their own learning. It
also involves professional development and collaboration among educators to
share best practices and refine their approaches. The goal is to create a
classroom where assessment is not an end in itself, but a means to enhance
teaching and learning.

Creating a Culture of Formative Assessment

Building a classroom culture where formative assessment thrives involves
fostering trust, encouraging risk-taking, and celebrating learning. Students
need to feel safe to make mistakes and to ask for help. Teachers should model
a growth mindset, emphasizing that challenges are opportunities for learning.
This supportive environment allows formative assessment to be truly
effective, as students are more willing to engage with feedback and take
ownership of their learning journey.

This cultural shift also requires open communication between teachers,
students, and parents about the purpose and importance of formative
assessment. When everyone understands the value of these practices, they are
more likely to embrace them. A consistent and deliberate approach to
fostering this culture will yield significant benefits in student engagement
and academic achievement.

The Role of Technology in Formative Assessment

Technology can be a powerful ally in implementing Dylan Wiliam's formative
assessment strategies, offering new avenues for eliciting evidence and

providing timely feedback. Digital tools can streamline processes, provide
immediate data, and offer engaging ways for students to demonstrate their



understanding. However, it's crucial to remember that technology is a tool,
and its effectiveness depends on how it's used in conjunction with sound
pedagogical principles.

Digital platforms can facilitate quick polls, interactive quizzes,
collaborative document editing, and personalized feedback delivery. They can
also help track student progress over time, providing valuable insights for
instructional planning. When integrated thoughtfully, technology can amplify
the impact of formative assessment, making it more efficient and engaging for
both teachers and students.

Examples of Technology-Enhanced Formative Assessment

e Learning Management Systems (LMS): Platforms like Google Classroom or
Canvas can host quizzes, assignments, and discussion forums for
feedback.

e Polling Software: Tools like Kahoot!, Quizizz, or Mentimeter can be used
for quick checks for understanding and engaging classroom activities.

e Collaborative Tools: Google Docs, Padlet, or Jamboard allow students to
share ideas and provide peer feedback in real-time.

e Digital Exit Tickets: Online forms can be used to quickly collect
student responses to end-of-lesson questions.

e Personalized Learning Platforms: Adaptive software can provide targeted
practice and feedback based on individual student performance.

Ultimately, the successful implementation of Dylan Wiliam's formative
assessment strategies hinges on a teacher's commitment to understanding their
students and adapting their instruction accordingly. By embracing these
principles, educators can create classrooms where learning is dynamic,
responsive, and deeply empowering for every student.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some of Dylan Wiliam's most impactful
formative assessment strategies for promoting student
learning?

Dylan Wiliam highlights several key strategies, including: 'Can you explain
that?', questioning techniques that ensure broad participation, providing
effective feedback that is forward-looking, peer and self-assessment, and
activating students as learning resources for each other. These focus on
making learning visible and actionable.

How can teachers effectively use 'Can you explain



that?' as a formative assessment tool, according to
Wiliam?

Wiliam suggests using 'Can you explain that?' to gauge understanding beyond
simple recall. Teachers ask students to explain a concept or process in their
own words, often to a peer or the whole class. This reveals their thinking,
identifies misconceptions, and provides opportunities for immediate
clarification.

What is the role of feedback in Dylan Wiliam's
formative assessment framework?

For Wiliam, feedback is crucial and should be 'effective.' This means it
needs to be specific, actionable, and focused on helping the student
understand what they need to do next to improve. It should address the task,
not the person, and focus on closing the gap between current understanding
and the learning goal.

How can teachers implement peer and self-assessment
effectively as formative assessment strategies?

Wiliam emphasizes training students in the criteria for success. With peer
assessment, students learn to give constructive feedback based on these
criteria. For self-assessment, students reflect on their own work against the
criteria, identifying areas for improvement. This empowers students to take
ownership of their learning.

What does Wiliam mean by 'activating students as
learning resources for each other'?

This strategy involves structuring lessons so students learn from and teach
each other. This can be through think-pair-share, collaborative problem-—
solving, or peer tutoring. When students explain concepts to others, they
solidify their own understanding and often uncover new insights.

Are there specific questioning techniques Wiliam
advocates for in formative assessment?

Yes, Wiliam advocates for wait time after asking a question to allow more
students to process and formulate answers. He also encourages asking
questions that require deeper thinking and justification, rather than simple
recall, and using techniques like 'all about the topic' or targeted
questioning to involve a wider range of students.

How do these formative assessment strategies
contribute to creating a 'learning classroom' as
described by Wiliam?

These strategies foster a 'learning classroom' by making learning visible and
creating a culture where mistakes are seen as opportunities for growth. By
constantly checking for understanding and providing timely feedback, teachers
can adjust instruction in real-time, ensuring all students are actively
engaged and progressing towards learning goals.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Dylan Wiliam's formative assessment
strategies, presented in a numbered list with descriptions:

1. Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards Through Classroom Assessment. This
foundational work by Dylan Wiliam and Paul Black outlines the core principles
of formative assessment. It argues that improving the quality of classroom
assessment, by making it more diagnostic and responsive, can significantly
enhance student learning. The book highlights the crucial role of teacher
feedback and student self-assessment in this process.

2. Embedded Formative Assessment: Practical Strategies for Blended Learning.
Written by Larry Ainsworth, this book explores how formative assessment can
be integrated seamlessly into various teaching contexts, including blended
learning environments. It offers practical, actionable strategies that
teachers can implement immediately to gauge student understanding. The focus
is on making assessment a natural part of the learning process, rather than
an add-on.

3. Assessment for Learning: Putting It into Practice. This book, edited by
Dylan Wiliam, compiles a range of articles and case studies that illustrate
formative assessment in action. It showcases how different teachers and
schools have successfully implemented assessment for learning strategies. The
collection provides a rich resource for understanding the practical
challenges and triumphs of embedding formative assessment.

4. Learning from Every Lesson: Five Simple Ways to Enhance Learning and
Engagement. This accessible guide by Anne Davies and Shirley Clarke focuses
on five key strategies that embody formative assessment principles. It
provides clear, concise explanations and practical examples that teachers can
easily adopt. The aim is to empower teachers to make every lesson more
effective by understanding student needs in real-time.

5. Creating the Conditions for Learning: A Framework for Improving Teaching
and Learning. While not solely focused on formative assessment, this book by
Dylan Wiliam and Siobhdn Murphy offers a broader framework for creating a
positive learning environment. It emphasizes the interconnectedness of
effective classroom management, clear learning intentions, and responsive
teaching. Formative assessment strategies are presented as a vital component
of this holistic approach.

6. The Art and Science of Teaching: More Than 100 Practices for Improving
Student Learning. This comprehensive work by Robert Marzano includes many
strategies that align with formative assessment, such as providing clear
learning goals and offering timely feedback. It delves into the research
behind effective teaching practices, providing a strong theoretical
underpinning for using formative assessment. The book offers a wide array of
techniques for enhancing student achievement.

7. Unlocking Formative Assessment: Practical Strategies for Every Teacher.
This book by Dylan Wiliam and Shirley Clarke is designed to be a hands-on
guide for teachers seeking to implement formative assessment. It breaks down
complex ideas into manageable steps and provides a wealth of classroom-tested
techniques. The focus is on making formative assessment accessible and
effective for all educators.

8. Visible Learning for Teachers: Maximizing Impact on Learning. John
Hattie's influential work synthesizes decades of research on what impacts



student learning, with formative assessment being a key factor. This book
translates his findings into practical strategies for teachers, emphasizing
the importance of feedback, clear learning goals, and active student
engagement. It provides evidence-based approaches to improve teaching
effectiveness.

9. Beyond the Bubble: How to Use Assessment to Improve Student Learning.
Written by Dylan Wiliam and his colleagues, this book offers a critique of
traditional, summative assessment methods and advocates for a more integrated
approach. It champions the use of ongoing, in-class assessments that inform
instruction and support student progress. The book provides a clear roadmap
for shifting the focus from grading to learning.
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