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Does CA support Assessment for Learning? 

Questioning




· Framing questions that develop pupil understanding;



· Increasing wait time for answers;



· Ensuring everyone contributes to the discussion;



· Using all answers (right or wrong) to develop understanding. 













All CA lessons are built around one ‘big question’ – a problem to be solved – and the teacher facilitates the development of the answer by successfully managing classroom discussion.  This careful construction of solutions involves managing paired and group talk so that all pupils are engaged in the discussion and have time to formulate and practise their answers; staging questioning so that pupils of all ability levels have the opportunity to contribute; valuing all answers (right or wrong) by recording them; noting answers as ‘interesting’ without giving a value judgement; and discussing possible solutions as a class.  The notion of ‘wrong answers’ is intrinsic to the CA approach; many lessons are constructed around the idea of encouraging the pupils to be ‘wrong’, before challenging them with a probing question;  many lessons for younger pupils are designed to encourage them to accept the idea that there may be multiple ‘right’ answers or ways of tackling the problem.



Feedback




· Written tasks should encourage pupils to develop and show understanding of what they have learnt;



· Comments should identify what has been done well and give guidance on possible improvements;



· Opportunities for pupils to follow up comments should be planned.







Although there is no ‘marking’ of written work during CA lessons, there is a lot of oral feedback that moves learning on, is rooted in what the teacher has observed about the way the pupil or group of pupils has tackled the task, and enables pupils to move on in their learning.  Pens and paper are useful in that they enable pupils to focus their thinking and demonstrate their understanding of the problem to be solved.  Pupils work alone only for short periods and often share one large piece of paper with one or several other pupils.  The lessons grow in ‘episodes’, each subsequent episode raising the level of challenge or adding a new element to the problem.  Questioning and discussion at the middle or end of each episode enables pupils to see what they have done well and identify any errors.  Subsequent groupwork then allows them to rectify these errors and make improvements to their work, and they are encouraged to explain the reasons for making these changes.



Peer- and self-assessment



· Criteria for evaluating work should be transparent to pupils, and may well be abstract, modelled through concrete examples;



· Pupils should be taught the habits and skills of collaboration for peer-assessment;



· Pupils should be encouraged to keep the aims of their work in mind and to assess their own progress towards these aims.







Apart from finding the solution to the given problem, CA lessons have clear and consistent aims around broader themes of collaborating, participating (especially in discussion), representing thinking clearly, and explaining their reasoning.  As a class begins to experience CA, a skilful teacher models and enables them to verbalise what these skills actually look like.  As the children always work in pairs or small groups, it becomes impossible for them to solve the problem successfully without collaborating and communicating effectively.  As the exploration of ideas takes place largely through talk, it becomes impossible for the lesson to be successful without participation and clear discussions.  At no point will an experienced CA teacher tell the pupils they are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ – however, the teacher will facilitate discussion that will enable the pupils to decide for themselves what is the best way to tackle the learning.  The lesson therefore becomes a continual routine of peer- and self-assessment.



Is CA 'formative'?



By engaging in classroom talk, children provide the teacher with evidence to help plan the next steps of learning. The Cognitive Acceleration approach encourages the adults to take on more of a listening role, to observe children's thought processes and identify areas of strength and difficulty for them within the subject curriculum and across a broader 'thinking' curriculum. In this way, it complements the AfL approach by allowing teachers the opportunity to spend time focusing on each child's level of understanding and ability to tackle a task within a subject framework. 



For CA lessons to be truly 'formative', teachers and students would need to use the information they have acquired during a CA activity to feed back into future learning. To some degree this happens during the matecognitive and bridging discussions that take place during a CA lesson. In both approaches, students develop a language to talk about their learning. However, there is one key difference: in a CA lesson, students analyse what they have done, whereas in an AfL lesson, students decide how to move forward. 



In fact, although the process of feedback into future learning is not written into the CA lesson plan, it does gradually become part of the experienced CA teacher's approach to teaching and learning. 



Professional development



Assessment for Learning and CA take the same approach to improving the practice of teaching professionals, namely that there is no 'quick fix' that can be added to existing practice with promise of rapid reward...(improvement) will only come about if each teacher finds his or her own ways of incorporating the lessons and ideas...into her or his own patterns of classroom work (Black, P & Wiliam, D (1998) Inside the Black Box: raising standards through classroom assessment, Kings College, London). This is the principle on which CA professional development courses are constructed; each course promotes the slow and gradual development of teacher skills through sustained programmes of development and support. 



Like Assessment for Learning, the CA professional development model:


· uses living and concrete examples of implementation (namely the published materials); 



· focuses on building clusters of 'expert' teachers or schools who can disseminate and lead the CA approach to teaching and learning;


· discusses in some depth how CA fits with the current assessment (or testing) agenda.



Links to assessment of learning



CA activities provide the teacher with knowledge and understanding that enables more effective planning of future lessons, based on a clear idea of what the children can or cannot do. There are several specific assessment tools for Let's Think and CAME lessons on this site.
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