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TOWARDS FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT: FEEDBACK AND GRADES 

____________________________________________________ 
 

Jan PIKHART 

Abstract 

Despite its considerable potential, formative assessment is underused in the Czech Republic and 

Slovakia. In this connection, the author touches upon several definitions of formative as well as 

summative assessments including other closely related terms that tend to overlap to a greater or lesser 

degree. Having said that, rather than concentrating on a precise definition, the author is aware of the 

fact that it is imperative to underscore the primary processes of formative assessment. Central to 

formative assessment is feedback. For this reason, the present article attempts to tackle formative 

assessment with a focus on effective feedback using no grade-score expressed results. While grade-

score expressed results are deeply rooted and commonly used not only in Europe but in the USA as 

well, for instance, they may nonetheless have a negative effect on the learning process in particular. 

Rather than making evaluative judments, good-quality feedback provides information that teachers and 

their students can use in enhancing teaching and learning activities.  In the concluding part, the author 

offers a number of practical suggestions for implementing effective feedback as one of the key 

strategies of formative assessment.   
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Abstrakt  

Hlavní slabinou českého i slovenského školství se podle zpráv Organizace pro hospodářskou spolupráci a 

rozvoj z roku 2012 a 2014 zdá být formativní hodnocení, které dostatečně využíváno a podporováno, přestože 

nabízí významný potenciál. Autor uvádí několik definic formativního a sumativního hodnocení a zmiňuje i 

další termíny, které si konkurují. Uvědomuje si však, že je mnohem důležitější zdůraznit procesy, na které 

klademe při formativním hodnocení důraz. Článek se zabývá formativním hodnocením s důrazem na zpětnou 

vazbu bez známkového vyjádření, jež patří mezi hlavní strategie formativního hodnocení. I když zpětnou 

vazbu považujeme za něco samozřejmého, původní význam slova nám někdy zůstává utajen, zapomenut či si 

jej dostatečně neuvědomujeme. Podobně je tomu tak i pojmu hodnocení, pod kterým si často představujeme 

sumativní hodnocení, tj. takové, které je vyjádřeno známkou. Hodnocení známkou je zakořeněno nejen v 

Evropě, ale je stále využíváno v anglicky mluvících zemích, kde nadále slouží při výběru na vysoké školy. 

Kromě toho učitelé odkazují na skutečnost, že jsou to rodiče, kteří známky vyžadují. Formativní hodnocení 

tvrdí a dokladá výzkumem, že známky mohou být kontraproduktivní. Hodnocení žákova výkonu využívá 

učitel ne proto, aby dal žákovi známku nebo mu sdělil hodnotící výrok, ale zejména proto, aby získal 

informace pro rozhodování o dalších krocích výuky.  

Kľúčové slová: hodnocení, formativní hodnocení, sumativní hodnocení, zpětná vazba,  známky 

Introduction 

In order to be successful in the upredictable and complex world of the 21
st
 century, it is 

imperative to increase quality of the teachers in our schools. So far we have been relatively 

ineffective in this respect. More specifically, teacher quality is highly variable though teachers 

are the most important factor in the education system (Wiliam, 2011b, p. 1). To take the 

examples of the Czech Republic and Slovakia, according to the Organisation of Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) Reviews and Evaluation and Assessment in Education: 
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Czech Republic (Santiago et al., 2012, p. 32) report, assessment for learning is not systematically 

used in Czech schools. In a similar vein, the OECD report on the Slovak Republic states there is 

inadequate attention to the development purpose of evaluation and recommends that the 

“Ministry ensures an emphasis on student learning progress and improvement in education – and 

that this includes adequate attention to the progress of different groups of students. Here it is most 

impactful to promote a culture of formative assessment and assessment for learning in schools” 

(Shewbridge et al., 2014, p. 149).  

It is highly likely that the situation may be far from ideal in many European classrooms for 

different reasons. For instance, the reluctance to apply continuous assessment for learning can be 

accounted for the fact that, contrary to a long grading tradition, assessment for learning puts less 

or no emphasis on grades. As it is well-known, grading is nonetheless deeply rooted in the 

Austro-Hungarian tradition. What is interesting, though, that the same is true of the USA, for 

instance, where the system of college selection relies heavily on grades. As a result of this, 

tension is created between two distinct groups: those who insist on summative assessment on the 

one hand – that is, commonly grade/score-expressed results, most notably endorsed by parents 

and students. And those who as put by Petty (2009, p. 94) tend to hold the view that “grading 

degrades learning” on the other. In short, there is a great deal of acrimony between the two 

groups over the roles of grades as well as assessment. This has several unintended consequences. 

Grades may, for example, downplay good feedback practice. In order to dissolve the growing 

tension, the current article seeks to discuss the nature and salient features of assessment for 

learning or formative assessment with a focus on effective feedback as one of the key strategies 

of effective formative assessment, and aims to bridge the gap between theory and practice.  

1 Formative Assessment/Assessment for Learning   

Today, in the same classroom teachers are interacting and working together with learners 

of different levels of proficiency and their ambitions and aptitudes may vary wildly, to name just 

a few challenging variables. In effect, the quality of teaching and learning can be low and/or 

variable, and it is particularly underachievers who suffer most. Effective assessment for learning 

in combination with traditional summative assessment can be a pedagogical tool or instrument 

which may enhance learning and teaching, and perhaps a long-term solution to this formidable 

task. Or rather, good-quality feedback may be one of the useful strategies in language learning. 

As mentioned in the introductory part, in spite of its potential (see e.g. Black et al., 2003; Petty, 

2009; Stiggins, 2005; Wiliam, 2011) assessment for learning is somewhat underused, particularly 

in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, and following the OECD reports, should be encouraged 

rather than discouraged.  

Generally speaking, assessment lies at the heart of instruction (teaching and learning) and 

it is of great importance for teachers. “...assessment is integral to teaching and teachers need to 
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have both theoretical and practical knowledge behind their classroom assessment practice” (Earl 

& Giles, 2011, p. 14). Assessment may take a range of forms and serves a large variety of 

purposes, ranging from external standardized tests that teachers have little or no control of to 

mini-tests given at the end of the lesson. In this article, assessment is used as the general umbrella 

term that encompasses all activities undertaken by teachers and students in assessing themselves. 

The notion that assessment can enhance learning is, of course, not a novel idea (see e.g. Bloom, 

1984). Simply put, we assess for two reasons: firstly, to make informed instructional decisions, 

and secondly, to motivate students to learn.  

In recent years, there has been a considerable interest in assessment for learning, also 

known as assessment for formative purposes and formative assessment. Assessment for learning 

is frequently contrasted with assessment of learning, also referred to as assessment for 

summative purposes and can be further grouped into internal and external. Essentially, traditional 

summative assessment is well-established and centres on the evaluation of the final product, i.e. 

sums up the learning and teaching process and makes a judgment about the level of competence 

or achievement. It is often carried out monthly, quarterly or yearly, and aims to provide evidence 

of achievement for parents and students including external institutions and other parties, e.g. 

employers. Summative assessment is widely employed and it is probably the most visible form of 

assessment in many countries. Despite its undeniable benefits (see e.g. Brown, Roediger & 

McDaniel, 2014), summative assessment also tends to conjure up negative associations. In fact, it 

is sometimes regarded as formal and traditional, and is therefore frowned upon at times.  

By contrast, assessment for learning or formative assessment (in this article used 

interchangeably) recognizes that assessment itself is an integral and indispensable part of the 

ongoing learning process. In line with Stiggings (2005, p. 1) assessment for learning must 

continue throughout the learning. It is deemed more positive, less formal and promotes the goals 

of lifelong learning. For Broadfoot et al. (1999, p. 2)  “assessment for learning is the process of 

seeking and interpreting evidence for use by students and their teachers to decide where the 

learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there.” Likewise, Black 

et al. (2004) lay great emphasis on the processes and define assessment for learning as follows:  

Assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice 

is to serve the purpose of promoting students' learning. An assessment activity can help learning 

if it provides information that teachers and their students can use as feedback in assessing 

themselves and one another in modifying the teaching and learning activities in which they are 

engaged. Such assessment becomes “formative assessment” when the evidence is actually used to 

adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs. (ibid, 2004, p. 10) 

In addition to the distinction between assessment of learning and assessment for learning, 

other terms have been brought to the foreground in recent years. For example, the concept of 

assessment as learning underlines the fact students should be valued participants in their own 
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learning, anticipate receiving and utilizing constructive feedback and feed-forward to be able to 

identify their own learning gaps with the help of the teacher (Earl & Giles, 2011, p. 13). As a 

consequence, a large number of definitions and other competing terms can be found but it would 

be beyond the scope of the paper to deal with them here. Most importantly, however, it is felt that 

adapting a precise definition may not be of benefit. Rather, in agreement with Wiliam (2011b, p. 

40) it is not important what we call them but what kind of processes we value.  

In summary, the two types of assessment (summative and formative) can be viewed in 

relation to the product vs process distinction. Having said that, they are not mutually exclusive 

and can be seen as complementary rather than contrasting as they both become a tool to aid and 

enhance learning (and teaching). In other words, the same test can be both summative and 

formative. The end of school semester test, for instance, can measure what has been 

achieved/learned. Equally, the same test can inform the students about their strengths and 

weaknesses. Formative assessment may occur several times in every lesson; it involves a 

collection of practices with the same goal, enhancing learning. What most of the definitions of 

assessment for learning have in common is the term feedback. It is for this reason that I shall 

briefly address it now.  

1. 2 Effective Feedback  

Assessment for learning focuses primarily on improving learning. It is the process and 

ongoing dialogue between the learner and teacher who, in fact, work together as a team (for more 

detailed treatment see, e.g. William, 2011a). There are five key strategies of assessment for 

learning and they are as follows (Leahy et al., 2005): 

 Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success 

 Engineering effective classroom discussions, activities, and learning tasks that elicit 

evidence of learning 

 Providing feedback that moves forward  

 Activating learners as instructional resources for one another 

 Activating learners as the owners of their own learning  

In this connection Wiliam (2009) notes that “many people have come up with different 

kinds of formulations and definitions but I would argue that there are five key strategies that 

encompass the terrain of assessment for learning or formative assessment. And I would say that if 

you’re not doing one of these five strategies you’re not doing assessment for learning, and if you 

are doing assessment for learning, you’re doing one of these five things” (Wiliam, 2009, p. 6). 

Central to assessment for learning is effective feedback. In general terms, feedback is any 

information provided for the learner about their current performance. The term feedback, now 

taken for granted and not infrequent in education, was first used in engineering and referred to a 
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situation in which the current state of a system was used to change the future state of the system. 

Unfortunately, the original and inherent meaning of the term gets sometimes forgotten and lost 

nowadays. In relation to assessment for learning, emphasis is placed upon the quality of feedback 

that ought to have a considerable impact on future performance. “Feedback functions formatively 

only if the information feedback to the learner is used by the learner in improving performance” 

(Black et al., 2011b, p. 120). Or as aptly put by Wiliam (2011, p. 127) “feedback should cause 

thinking.”  

Too often, however, the stark reality is that students are devoid of good-quality feedback 

and are robbed of the opportunity to be actively involved in feedback and formative assessment. 

This naturally has a negative impact on weaker learners in particular. Specifically, practitioners 

(teachers) have a tendency to resort to such empty praise feedback and evaluative comments as 

good, bad, well done, getting there, keep it up, details and suchlike (for more examples of poor 

and good oral communication see e.g. Beere, Gilbert, 2011) which have a very low effect size 

(Petty, 2009, p. 63). Typically, comments like these are found below the text or in the margins. 

The comments get almost invariably unnoticed or at best students read them in passing as a 

result. Not only are such poor comments (written or spoken) not specific, vague and too brief but 

they are not of any help for the student as well. Alternatively, students are only given the 

knowledge of their own score or grade (Wiliam, 2011a, p. 7), or students are provided with both a 

grade and a commentary. The feedback outlined above not infrequently happens several weeks 

after the assessment has taken place. Students can then hardly recall their performance. In short, 

this may lead to superficial learning and such feedback is counterproductive and has, as 

mentioned above, a considerably low effect.  

1. 2 Practical Suggestions  

With all this in mind, the following characteristics of effective feedback are worthy of 

consideration: 

Effective feedback 

 is informative and descriptive rather than brief, evaluative and judgmental; 

 suggests specific directions to take in order to improve the student´s performance; 

 is frequently spoken and/or written without a grade;  

 is immediate and regular rather than delayed and irregular; 

 is collaborative; 

 ensures students are actively involved in feedback and assessment process.  

In particular, in dealing with the weakest students a combination of constructive task-

involving feedback and respectful ego-involving feedback is essential alongside comment-only 
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marking. Many teachers, myself included, might argue in this relation that it is the lack of time, 

the number of the students in class, other commitments and constraints that do not allow us to 

give more detailed and individual feedback in many situations. Reducing the number of learners 

does not necessarily need to lead to success, though. Similarly, conducting poor feedback does 

not lead to learning gains. 

Below are a couple of specific ideas to help the weaker students improve their 

performance.  

1) Essays are accompanied by specific comments. The comments show some examples of 

positive and challenging areas. In groups, the students are asked to read the comments 

carefully to indentify the comments given by the teacher. Note that comments can be 

written by peers. Comments use the word because, e.g. The essay is logically staged 

because....  Notes are brief and specific rather than rich and vague.  

2) Teacher and students discuss in small groups what specifically needs to be done in order 

to make the piece of writing more effective. Good points are particularly stressed and 

praised. You might want to narrow down the number of challenges and changes in writing 

so as not to overwhelm and demotivate the weaker student, e.g. comment on just one 

aspect of the written work.  

3) Students have ample opportunity to share their pieces of writing in small groups or in 

pairs in a non-competitive environment.   

4) Peer-assessment - students discuss what specifically needs to be done in order to make the 

piece of writing more effective.  

5) Opportunities are made for incorporating new ideas into writing.   

While some ways of conducting effective feedback have been described above, they 

are far from a full account of the various kinds of feedback. The important point is to realize 

that feedback can be approached in a variety of ways. Whereas some ways can be beneficial, 

other simply prove counterproductive. As regards grades and grading, a popular claim made 

by teachers and administrators that parents insist on grades is probably inaccurate and not in 

line with parents´ expectations. “Parents often support grades only because they want to know 

how their children are doing in schools and assume that grades are the only way to find out” 

(Wiliam, 2011b, p. 123). 

Conclusion 

In this article I have called attention to the nature of assessment for learning or formative 

assessment in response to the suggestions made in the OECD reports. Whereas summative 

assessment is dominant in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, it is vital to consider implementing 

formative assessment in these countries. Though not solely confined to language learning 

assessment for learning as it encompasses other subjects (e.g. mathematics, science, social 

studies), it is still, regrettably, not fully embedded in Europe. There is ample research evidence 

gathered across the world to suggest that assessment for learning can be beneficial in a number of 
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other ways (see e.g. Black et al. 2003). One of the major contributions of assessment for learning 

is the fact that it has the weakest as well as demotivated students in mind. Second, it centres on 

how students/pupils learn rather than what they learn. Last but not at all least, assessment for 

learning raises the scores on conventional external tests (cf. Black & Wiliam, 1998). 

Additionally, the article sought to look at one of the key strategies of formative 

assessment, namely, effective feedback. I have sketched out some of the aspects or characteristics 

of effective as well as ineffective feedback and touched upon its benefits supported by extensive 

research. While acknowledging that effective feedback poses a number of challenges and cannot 

naturally resolve all educational problems; for example, it is relatively time-consuming, requires 

a certain change with regard to grades and grading, and doesn’t bring immediate improvement or 

effect, to name a few, the good news is that implementing effective feedback has ultimately a 

positive impact on learners in general and underachievers in particular. Finally, based on my own 

experience I have suggested that effective feedback is timely, continuous, specific, focused, 

constructive, supportive and collaborative.  

 

References 

Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards through Classroom 

Assessment. London: Kings College. 

Black, P., Harrison, C., Marshall, B., & Wiliam, D. (2003). Assessment for Learning-putting it 

into practice. Maidenhead, U.K.: Open University Press. 

Bloom, B., (1984). The search for methods of instruction as effective as one-to-one tutoring. 

Educational Leadership, 41(8). 

Beere, J., & Gilbert, I., (2011). The Perfect Ofsted Lesson. Camarthen: Independent Thinking 

Press. 

Brown, P., Roediger, H. & McDaniel, M. (2014). Make it stick: The science of successful 

learning. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.  

Earl, K., & Giles, D., (2011). An-other Look at Assessment in Learning. New Zealand Journal of 

Teachers´ Work, Volume 8, Issue 1 pp. 11 – 20. 

Leahy, S., Lyon, C., Thompson, M., & Wiliam, D., (2005). Classroom assessment: Minute-by-by 

and day-by-by. Educational Leadership, 63(3), pp. 18 – 24.   

Petty, G., (2009). Evidence Based Teaching – a practical approach (2nd edition). Cheltenham: 

Nelson Thornes.   

Santiago, P., Gilmore, A.,  Nusche, D., & Sammons, P., (2012). OECD Reviews of Evaluation 

and Assessment in Education Czech Republic, OECD. Retrieved from 

http://www.oecd.org/czech/49479976.pdf  

Shewbridge, C., Bruggen, J., Nusche, D., & Wright, P., (2014). OECD Reviews of Evaluation 

and Assessment in Education Slovak Republic, OECD. Retrieved from 

http://www.oecd.org/slovakia/OECD-Evaluation-Review-Slovak-Republic.pdf  

http://www.oecd.org/czech/49479976.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/slovakia/OECD-Evaluation-Review-Slovak-Republic.pdf


111 

 

Stiggins, R., (2005) From formative assessment to assessment FOR learning: A path to success 

in standards-based schools. Phi Delta Kappan, 87(4). 

Wiliam, D., (2011a). What is assessment for learning? Studies in Educational Evaluation 37. 

Wiliam, D., (2011b). Embedded formative assessment. Solution Tree Press. 

Wiliam, D., (2009). Assessment for Learning: Why, what and How? Institute of Education, 

University of Londong.  

 

 

Author: Mgr. Jan Pikhart, part-time PhD. student, Institute of British and American Studies, 

Faculty of Arts, University of Presov, Slovakia. E-mail: jan.pikhart@seznam.cz 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


