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Abstract The importance of formative assessment in facilitating student learning has been
well established in the literature. However, defining and implementing formative assess-
ment in classroom settings is a rather complicated task. The aim of this study is to explore
formative assessment, as implemented in primary classrooms in Cyprus, and develop a
framework of action for analysing and understanding formative assessment processes. The
research was qualitative, interpretive, collaborative, and guided by the ethics of care. Four
primary school teachers of the third and fourth grade participated in the study. The teachers
differ in their teaching experience and gender. Data collection was based on non-participant
classroom observations, teachers’ interviews and documentary analysis of children’s work
for written feedback. The analysis of the data was carried out using the constant compar-
ative method and revealed five distinctive processes of formative assessment: (a) Articu-
lation/communication of expectancies and success criteria, (b) Elicitation and collection of
information, (c) Interpretation of information/judgement, (d) Providing feedback, and (e)
Taking action/regulation of learning. The analysis also pointed the confusions arising from
the various interpretations of the concept and the difficulties in implementing effectively
formative assessment in classroom settings. Implications of the findings for policy and
practice are drawn and suggestions for further research are finally provided.

Keywords Pupil assessment . Formative assessment . Assessment for learning .
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1 Introduction

Over the last decade, policy makers, teachers and educational researchers have had a
growing interest in the development of formative assessment practices that promote and
reflect student learning (Bell andCowie 2001; Torrance 2001;Williams 2011). Formative
assessment occurs during a teaching unit with the intent that the gathered informationwill
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be used to adjust future learning scenarios (Earl 2003). Consequently, formative assess-
ment is distinguished by the fact that its main purpose is to aid or improve learning rather
than simply attributing a grade (Marshall and Drummond 2006). The idea of linking
assessment to instruction and learning is not new, yet teaching and assessment have been
viewed as separate entities for a very long time (Richard and Godbout 2000). This was
due to the fact that assessment is a concept that subsumes many varieties of activities and
functions that work toward often disparate goals (Brookhart 2001). The debate seems to
fall into two broad camps at the moment, both of which view assessment as a positive
phenomenon, albeit from different perspectives. On the one hand, national policies
oriented towards a particular view of raising academic standards and rendering the school
system more accountable, are focused on summative assessment whereas, on the other
hand, assessment theorists and educators largely focus on the potentially formative
impact of assessment on pupil learning: on how careful observation, judgement and
feedback, about pupil strengths and weaknesses, can assist the process of learning
(Torrance 2001). The argument is that teachers are in the best position both to collect
good quality data about students over an extended period of time and to make best use of
it in their feedback (Harlen 2007).

Despite research findings suggesting that Cypriot teachers hold positive attitudes
towards formative assessment (Kyriakides 1997), only a limited number of teachers
actually implement such practices in their teaching (Creemers et al. 2012; Christoforidou
et al. 2013). This finding is in line with international research suggesting that classroom
assessment practice still appears to be outcome-oriented (Earl and Katz 2000; Lock and
Munby 2000). In addition, although educational policy usually acknowledges the value
and significance of formative assessment, student assessment prioritises summative
assessment which is politically more powerful and influential. Particularly, in Cyprus,
although the Cyprus Ministry of Education and Culture (Ministry of Education and
Culture 2004) suggests that teachers should make use of all kinds of assessments,
summative and formative, teachers are not provided with any kind of guidance or
training on how to assess primary school students formatively and there are no instru-
ments or a clear policy regarding how to assess pupils in order to enhance their learning
(Kyriakides 2004). In this context, this paper aims to explore further the difficulties and
complexities of implementing formative assessment in classroom settings in Cyprus, in
an environment that is so heavily weighted toward summative assessment.

Although a distinction between formative and summative assessment has been
familiar for 45 years (Scriven 1967), the meaning of these two terms has not always
been well understood (James and Pedder 2006). Moreover, apart from the two main
functions of assessment, other expressions related to the functions and purposes of
student assessment such as ‘assessment for learning’ and ‘diagnostic assessment’
complicate even further teachers’ understanding of the concept. Thus, the next section
elaborates on the different meanings and understandings of formative assessment that
have been proposed in the relevant literature.

2 Definition and characteristics of formative assessment

The term formative assessment is not used consistently in the literature (Bennett 2011).
This has resulted in a number of definitions of formative assessment. The way in which
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these definitions are understood, interpreted and manifest in practice often reveals
misunderstanding of the principles that the original ideals sought to promote
(Klenowski 2009). Particularly, some authors see all classroom assessment as formative
and discuss summative assessments primarily in terms of external assessments. Other
authors agree all classroom assessment can be formative, but only if teachers and
students use the information for formative purposes, while others recognise that some
classroom assessment can serve summative purposes too. Moreover, some authors
claim that formative assessment refers to an instrument (e.g., Pearson 2005), as in a
diagnostic test or an item bank from which teachers might create those tests (Wiliam
and Thompson 2008), whereas educators and researchers argue that formative assess-
ment is not an instrument but a process (Popham 2008). In this view, the process
produces not so much a score, but a qualitative insight into student understanding
(Shepard 2008). Taken together, as Bennet (2011) argues, formative assessment might
be best conceived as neither a test nor a process, but some thoughtful integration of
process and purposefully designed methodology.

Another term used almost interchangeably with formative assessment is that of assess-
ment for learning. Black et al. (2003) make a distinction between these two terms by
arguing that assessment intended to promote learning only becomes formative when
evidence is actually used to adapt teaching work to meet learning needs. In addition,
another term that is often confused or used interchangeably with formative is that of
diagnostic assessment. An assessment could be considered as diagnostic when it provides
information about what is going amiss and formative when it provides guidance about what
action to take (Wiliam and Thompson 2008). It is also important to note that not all
diagnostic assessments are instructionally actionable. Black (1998, p.26) offers a somewhat
different view, stating that: ‘… diagnostic assessment is an expert and detailed enquiry into
underlying difficulties, and can lead to a radical re-appraisal of a pupil’s needs, whereas
formative assessment is more superficial in assessing problems with particular classwork,
and can lead to short-term and local changes in the learning work of a pupil.’

Such problems of definition are often further confounded by external policy changes
(see for example, Pollard et al. 1994; Torrance and Pryor 2001). Thus, it is important to
distinguish formative assessment from other current interpretations of classroom as-
sessment. Most authors agree that assessment can be considered formative only if it
results in action by both the teachers and students to enhance learning (Black and
Wiliam 2006). For the purposes of this study, we adopted the definition of formative
assessment provided by the Assessment Reform Group in the UK (2002, pp.1–2) as
“the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers
to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to
get there”. In order to make the differences clear, it is useful to summarize the basic
characteristics of formative assessment. According to Black and William (2009),
formative assessment can be conceptualized as consisting of five key strategies: (1)
clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for success; (2) engineering
effective classroom discussions and other learning tasks that elicit evidence of student
understanding; (3) providing feedback that moves learners forward; (4) activating
students as instructional resources for one another; and (5) activating students as the
owners of their own learning. Additionally, other characteristics found in the literature
refer to formative assessment as an ongoing multi-process, integrated in the teaching
and learning, that is carried out on a daily basis through teacher-pupil interactions (Earl
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2003). In this process, teachers modify their instruction and activities, according to the
assessment information, in order to improve learning processes and student outcomes.
As Black et al. (2003) argue, formative assessment applies not to the assessments
themselves, but to the functions they serve in supporting students’ learning and
providing evidence that is used to adapt the teaching to meet learning needs. Taking
this functional view, successful implementation of formative assessment depends on the
learning approach and teachers’ knowledge, skills and strategies that they use to carry
out complex pedagogical processes (Webb and Jones 2009). From this perspective,
several studies demonstrated that, while formative assessment is desirable, it is not easy
for teachers to achieve (e.g. Torrance and Pryor 2001; Marshall and Drummond 2006).

3 Problems in effective implementation

Although there is a growing literature reporting positive effects of formative assessment
upon teaching practice and students’ outcomes, there is also a growing literature on the
difficulties of introducing formative assessment in ordinary classroom settings. For
example, Hall and Burke (2003) have found that although teachers perceived positively
formative assessment and acknowledged its importance, they faced several difficulties
in implementing effectively formative assessment practices in their classrooms. Con-
sistent with these findings, both the National Research Council (1996) and the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics (2000) in the USA have recommended that
teachers develop and use formative assessment practices on a systematic basis. As
The Office for Standards in Education in England (OFSTED) supports, “Although the
quality of formative assessment has improved perceptibly, it continues to be a weakness
in many schools” (1998, Section 5.6). Black (1996) also argues that formative assess-
ment is still undervalued and underdeveloped. He claims that in Britain and in the rest
of the world teachers do not use effective assessment practices while teaching. There
are several reasons why successful implementation of formative assessment is still
problematic, as elaborated below.

As discussed in the previous section, the various definitions and the consequent
conceptual understandings of the concept have created a confusion of what formative
assessment really implies in terms of classroom practices (Klenowski 2009). Most
teachers are familiar with summative assessment, and only few implement, effectively,
formative assessment in their classrooms (Black and Wiliam 1998). Several studies
(e.g. Morgan 1996; Preece and Skinner; 1999; Shen 2002) have shown how the
summative assessment requirements dominate the assessment practice of many
teachers. Particularly, in the context of USA primary classrooms, it was found that
teachers do not distinguish between formative and summative purposes (Bachor and
Anderson 1994), and based on these findings, Shepard’s (2000) calls for a transforma-
tion of classroom assessment practices, to support and enhance learning.

Moreover, effective implementation of formative assessment requires the develop-
ment of new tools and changing classroom practices (Black and William 2003). Such
changes may be related to practical issues such as an increase in record keeping
required in some formative assessment practices (MacPhail and Halbert 2005;
Brookhart 2010). In addition, formative assessment is difficult to achieve because
empirically derived models of learning are not generally available and the shift in
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teacher practice required is large and may also involve changing teacher beliefs and
values related to effective teaching and learning (Webb and Jones 2009).

In addition, the increasing policy emphasis on measuring academic standards and
the need for evidence-based policy development has created a pervasive emphasis on
summative evaluation for high stakes purposes. Although summative assessment has
been subject to severe challenge and its ability to improve the teaching and learning
process has been questioned (Black and Wiliam 2009), educational accountability
today is synonymous with student achievement outcome testing and the sanctions that
accompany the results (Darling-Hammond 2004). National educational policies inter-
nationally have moved forward to create approved level assessments and targets for
schools, and students to make adequate yearly progress. In turn, such kind of national
policies have pressed individual schools to meet student achievement targets on
summative large-scale evaluations (Militello et al. 2010).

As many Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) coun-
tries are beginning to develop commonalities of understanding and practice in relation to
formative assessment (Sebba 2006), the difficulties in effective implementation need to
be identified and tackled by researchers and policy makers if formative assessment is to
fulfill its promise (Baird 2010). This is important as much of what is claimed for
formative assessment is based on rhetoric rather than any real understanding of the
process involved (Gattullo 2000). As Torrance and Pryor (2001) argue, it is necessary to
explore systematically teachers’ daily practice in order to facilitate the firm grounding of
future programmes of change. Without systematic analyses of formative assessment,
based on empirical research in classrooms, research evidence can only provide us with a
limited understanding of the nature and process of formative assessment. From this
perspective, this study aims to analyse the particular ways in which teachers understand
and implement formative assessment, since this could make an important contribution to
the development of a conceptually based framework of actions and strategies
encompassing the relationship between teaching, assessment and learning.

4 Research aims

This study aims to contribute to the discussions related to teachers’ perceptions,
understanding and actions in relation to formative assessment by providing an in-
depth understanding, a thick description, of what the primary school teachers in Cyprus
do that could count as formative assessment practices and to explain their underlying
rationale. The intention is to engage critically with the theory of formative assessment
(Black and Wiliam 2006) by investigating the emerging issues from a more practical
and applied perspective. Within the main question important aspects of formative
assessment such as teachers’ perceptions of formative assessment, teachers’ attitudes
to feedback to students and student peer- and self-assessment opportunities will also be
basic elements of the study. In particular, the objectives of this study are to:

1. Explore what the teacher do that could count as formative assessment practices.
2. Understand the teachers’ rationale of their actions and their attitudes towards

formative assessment.
3. Develop a framework of processes for the analysis of formative assessment.
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The study took place in the Cyprus educational system. The Cyprus Ministry of
Education and Culture (Ministry of Education and Culture 2004) suggests that teachers
should make use of all kinds of assessments: diagnostic, summative and formative. The
ministry particularly acknowledges the important role that formative assessment can have
on learning. Teachers are expected to use a variety of techniques such as written tests,
observation, communication and pupils’ self-evaluation. However, the MOEC has not
provided guidance for teachers on how to assess primary school students formatively and
there are no instruments or a clear policy regarding how to assess pupils in order to enhance
their learning (Kyriakides 2004). Since the study reported in this paper was conducted in
Cyprus, information about the context of the educational system of Cyprus is provided in
the Appendix in order to enable an international readership to interpret the findings of the
study. In the following section, the methods employed in the study and particularly the
participants, the data collection methods and the data analysis procedure are described.

5 Methods

The study was based on a qualitative, interpretive and collaborative exploration into
teachers’ practices and understanding of formative assessment. Four teachers of the third
and fourth grade participated in the study working in two public primary schools, within
the two biggest school districts of Cyprus. The teachers differ in their teaching experience
and gender. Teacher 1, teaching a fourth grade class, was a manwith 18 years of teaching
experience. Teacher 2, teaching a third grade class, was a woman, having 8 years of
teaching experience. Teacher 3 was a also a womanwith 11 years of experience, teaching
a third grade class, and teacher 4 was amanwith 12 years of experience, teaching a fourth
grade class. All four teachers had a university degree in Primary Education and amaster’s
degree in an educational related field, not however directly related with educational
assessment. All four volunteered to participate in the study. The number of students in
each class ranged from 21 to 25. Having authorized access, initial meetings introduced
the four teachers to the project. In addition initial observations were made in each class to
note general instructional practices and classroom routines, and to familiarize the re-
searchers, teachers and students with each other. Also, informed consent letters were sent
to the parents of the students of each class.

The research employed various methods for data collection: (a) individual semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with each teacher shortly before the beginning and by
the end of their lessons, (b) classroom non-participant observations and (c) documen-
tary analysis of children’s work for written feedback. Classroom observations aimed to
provide an understanding of the complex reality surrounding formative assessment in
classroom settings and to ascertain what teachers actually did in the classroom that
could count as formative assessment practices. The focus of the classroom observations
was the whole-class student-teacher interactions, and sometimes, in small group situ-
ations, between pupil and pupil, during which an assessment was conducted. A total of
24 lessons in various subjects of the primary school curriculum were observed at
different times of the day, generating 16 h of systematic audio tape recordings and
extensive field notes of classroom interactions. Note-taking was also used as a subsid-
iary activity to support tape-recording and provided important contextual details (e.g.
the nature of the task, grouping arrangements, timing).
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Alongside the classroom observations, interviews with the four teachers were also
conducted. An initial meeting at the beginning of the fieldwork introduced the teachers
to the project and its general aims. In addition, semi-structured, tape-recorded inter-
views took place to document teachers’ views of the purpose, usefulness, relevance and
importance of formative assessment. We were seeking to ascertain teachers’ percep-
tions of what they thought was implied by the term ‘formative assessment’ and how
they were attempting to put it into practice in their classrooms. We were also interested
in their understanding of the relationship between teaching, learning and assessment.
Moreover, the interviews were structured around specific formative classroom assess-
ment incidents, as those have been observed in their classrooms. Thus, the interview
questions aimed at eliciting information about the respective assessments’ perceived
task characteristics, perceived self-efficacy to meet the challenge posed by the task,
amount of effort expended and the reasons for that effort, expected level of success and
how the teacher felt about that on an overall basis. A total of 48 interviews were
conducted with the four teachers. Finally, examination of children’s work for written
feedback was carried out and photocopies of examples were taken.

In order to identify the different formative assessment processes, we have focused on
particular assessment incidents as the unit of analysis. Torrance and Pryor (1998) used
the terms ‘assessment event’ or ‘assessment incident’ to refer to the teacher-pupil
interactions during formative assessment in the classroom. The classroom assessment
event as defined in this study includes the in-class assessment, the students’ and
teachers’ preparation for it, and the feedback and action from it, considered as a whole
unit. Thus, the focus here is on the assessment event as a unit of learning more than a
unit of inter-personal interaction. All recordings and interviews were transcribed in full
and the Nvivo software was employed for the data analysis. Particularly, the data were
analysed using the constant comparative method, while two external researchers were
also consulted on a regular basis when questions arose. In this way, the development of
the conceptual framework of formative assessment was grounded to the data, with the
data leading to the development of the theory. The next section describes the findings of
the study and elaborates on each category of the theoretical framework.

6 Research findings

At first, the findings related with teachers’ understanding and perceptions of formative
assessment and their preparation for carrying out formative assessment activities are
presented. Then, the formative assessment framework is described and elaborated.

6.1 Teachers understanding and perceptions of formative assessment

Initial meetings revealed that the teachers had positive perceptions and values towards
using formative assessment practices, but had a fairly narrow view of what actually
constitutes formative assessment and the teacher role in it. They also had complex
conceptions of assessment and claimed to use different forms of assessment to achieve
different purposes. The term ‘formative’ was open to a variety of interpretations and
often meant no more than that assessment carried out frequently by the teacher. The
student role in formative assessment was not mentioned and formative assessment was
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conceived as assessment helping the teacher to identify areas where more explanation
or practice is needed. They were also unable to explicitly describe what they did in the
classroom that could count as formative assessment.

Formative assessment has merit and can benefit both students and teachers… I
cannot really describe all my practices which fall into formative assessment, I do
several things …for example, I regularly assign application tasks to my students.

I believe that assessment is really important in everyday teaching, and especially
formative assessment, which can provide evidence about student learning… I
check on my students’ work regularly…

The teachers, when asked to explain what they do in relation to formative assess-
ment, referred to issues such as reporting to parents, extrinsically motivating students,
organising group instruction, and raising many questions during their teaching. The
underlying assumption was that, because formative assessment has to be carried out by
teachers, all assessment by teachers is formative, adding to the blurring of the distinc-
tion between formative and summative purposes and to teachers changing their own
ongoing assessment into a series of ‘mini’ assessments each of which is essentially
summative in character.

6.2 Unanticipated formative assessment events

The teachers’ interviews provide evidence that formative assessments could have two
forms: planned or anticipated and interactive or unanticipated formative assessment. A
key difference between the two was that of planning and purpose. In planned formative
assessment (e.g. a prepared oral test of short questions at the beginning of the lesson),
the teacher has planned the assessment before the lesson begins. In interactive forma-
tive assessment, the teacher is responsive to events that arise during his or her
interactions with students in the lesson. While the teachers are prepared for interactive
formative assessment, e.g. by increasing the opportunities for interaction with students
during the lesson, they do not know the details of when and what assessment will occur.
As the teachers stated in their interviews:

Officially we have to plan assessment activities just like we plan for our teaching.
But to be honest very few teachers are doing so and follow that in a strict manner.
I use mainly oral questioning to assess my students.

I was planning to administer a small quiz at the end of the lesson, to evaluate the
extent to which they master the lesson objectives, but from their questions I
realize that they didn’t, well before the end of the lesson…I learned much more
about their understanding from engaging into dialogue.

As Harlen and James (1997) argue, it is important to recognise that the reality of
formative assessment is that it is bound to be incomplete, since even the best plans for
observing activities or setting certain tasks can be torpedoed by unanticipated events.
The above insights are important, as many people think that formative assessment is
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related to planned activities rather than how one treats ongoing interactions and
dialogue. A comparable study by Cowie and Bell (1999) proposed a model which also
distinguishes between planned and interactive formative assessment. Based on
teachers’ responses the latter is more demanding, and its practice is more fragile under
stress.

6.3 The analytical framework

The framework, emerged from the observational data and to a certain extent supported
by the data from teacher interviews, is based on a sequence of five interrelated
processes, which are common to every completed formative assessment incident: (1)
communication of expectancies and success criteria, (2) elicitation and collection of
information, (3) interpretation of information/judgement, (4) providing feedback and
(5) taking action/regulation of learning. The third process, i.e., interpreting the infor-
mation/judging is a mental activity that could not be observed during classroom
observations. Formative assessment, like all educational measurement, is an inferential
process because teachers cannot know with certainty what understanding exists inside a
student’s head (Pellegrino et al. 2001). However, the outcomes of this interpretation are
observable through the provision of feedback (process 4) and/or initiation of action to
regulate teaching and learning (process 5). Although the development of the framework
was grounded to the data, with the data leading to the development of the theory
(Glaser and Strauss 1967), the emerged framework presents important similarities with
other models proposed in the literature (e.g. Black and Wiliam 2009) which have been
described earlier. In addition, the model is similar to an inquiry cycle model and to
some extent an action research design, developed in the 1960s by John Elliot’s Action
Research Network. Nevertheless, the purpose of the framework developed in this study
is to understand and promote better implementation in classroom settings, thus it is a
framework of action. It is not only about thinking of formative assessment, but aims to
assist action and improvements in teaching practices. The analytical framework is
presented in Fig. 1. A description of the analytical framework follows, complemented
with teachers’ views explaining their intentions and actions.

Communication of 
expectancies and 
success criteria

Elicitation and 
collection of 
information

Interpretation of 
information / 

judgement

Regulation of 
learning

Provision of
feedback

Fig. 1 Theoretical framework of formative assessment
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6.3.1 Process 1: Communication of expectancies and success criteria

The findings revealed a lack of specific criteria of the lower acceptable level of
attainment against which a lesson’s or a task’s objectives might be attained. The
teachers underlined this, stating that often they had no clear idea of the criteria by
which they assess, and thus, could not easily spell them out. Some teachers blamed the
educational system as not making explicit the criteria in each unit, adopting an external
locus of control. Referring to criteria consistently was not seen as easy, and this was
seen as a time-consuming activity.

I am not sure whether I have the time to make the success criteria explicit to
children. They are doing the best they can…

…I rarely spend time on commenting quality criteria. Firstly, the ministry should
have made those criteria explicit for different levels of students and secondly,
when you have 40 min to teach a new topic, you don’t have many options.

One of the teachers mentioned the problem of over emphasizing simply completing
a task rather than doing it well:

I usually push my students, while working in the classroom to do more, instead of
doing better…also you always have the time pressure…I believe that the lack of
specific and predetermined criteria is the main reason for paying more attention to
the quantity rather than on the quality of student work.

Another teacher saw as problematic the possibility that teachers might be specifying
aspects of quality ‘beyond the attainment of certain children’. Thus, he argued that the
expression of quality criteria in particular had to be accomplished more by interaction
with individual pupils through questioning and feedback, rather than by articulation to
the whole class.

The main reason I don’t usually comment on the specific success criteria of a task
in the classroom, is that students in my class come from various backgrounds,
with various abilities and skills. So, if you set the criteria for the best students,
then I don’t know how many of the rest students would be able to reach that level
of success or even get close to the predetermined criteria.

Indeed, as Torrance (2001) argues, an important insight into the setting of criteria is
that the process is not just confined to the start of a lesson, but rather is achieved
through dialogue during a process of literal or metaphorical ‘drafting’. Providing
opportunities to improve an initial attempt at a task both extend the learning event
and create the conditions for continuous clarification of criteria.

6.3.2 Process 2: Eliciting and collecting information

The second element of the formative assessment framework is related to eliciting and
collecting information on student understanding. The teachers used a wide variety of
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practices to collect evidence, depending on the subject, the particular classroom circum-
stances and the intended purposes. These practices included: oral questioning; class or
individual discussions; informal observation and commenting on children’s performance
and student interaction with the teacher or peers. It also included a variety of written
exercises, such as worksheets, textbook assignments, text-embedded tasks, and teacher-
made tests. In relation to the level of classroom organization and the actual conduct of
teacher formative assessment, most assessments seemed to take place in ‘focus groups’
largely because of the fact that all classes were organized in student groups. Particularly,
this involved new work being introduced to the whole class and then children pursuing
particular tasks as individuals and/or collaboratively in their groups. Teachers reported
(and indeed subsequently were observed), that they would often sit or stand with a
selected group (their focus group for teaching and assessment purposes) while the rest of
the class got on with their work. In those focus groups, the teacher often appeared to be
using a Vygotskian guided discovery approach to learning, designing a flexible task with
reference to the attainment targets, observing and questioning the group as they worked,
but also intervening to support learning when appropriate.

On an overall basis, unstructured observation was the foundation of the teachers’
formative assessment and a fundamental way in which they obtained information about
what children know, understand and can do. Teachers observed the children working,
listened to children, gave explanations and made statements. Teachers also kept an eye
on children’s work in progress as well as on their behaviour and interactions. Based on
teacher interviews, it was important for the teachers to avoid rushing into a judgement.
One of the teachers described the process as taking “time to actually observe not just
see what’s going on and then intervene”. Nevertheless, interestingly when asked at the
beginning of the fieldwork, the teachers didn’t mention observation as being among
their approaches for collecting assessment evidence.

The ability to observe a student was enhanced by the use of questioning techniques.
The content and targets of the questions shifted as the lesson progressed. Questions at the
beginning of the instruction were aimed mainly at linking the previous lesson with the
new. During instruction, teachers asked questions mainly to check whether children were
following and understanding. At the end of the lesson, questions were used to review, to
check out understanding and rarely to facilitate the transfer of the new knowledge to
different circumstances—in short, to check whether the pupils had attained the lesson’s
objectives. All teachers noted that raising different forms of questioning was very
important. One of the teachers noted that many questions regarded by teachers, as just
routine checking “might seem threatening to students”. He talked of needing ‘to develop
the ability to stand back and let the children talk and clarify without interrupting’. He
reported that he had adopted an approach, where questions were designed to ‘point the
way’, contributing over time to developing ‘the confidence in children to see questioning
as helpful and non-threatening’. Similarly, another teacher reported that children in her
class made a distinction between ‘helping’ questions as opposed to ‘testing’ questions
and articulated a need for greater transparency of classroom processes whereby the
differing intentions behind questions are made more explicit:

I prefer to ask open-ended questions, with the intention of having the student
demonstrate their understanding by expanding their critical thinking and relating
the specific knowledge to everyday situations.
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The same teacher also reported that she had set-up specific tasks that involved
children in questioning each other so that their talk was criteria-oriented but not
dominated by needing to provide the answer that they thought the teacher wanted to
hear. This however was not supported by the observational data. The observational data
revealed that one of the teachers when questioning students used phrases such as “I am
interested in your thinking…”, “Please help me understand. Suppose you are the
teacher and I am your pupil.”, “Sometimes when I have difficulties with a problem, I
break it down into small steps. Let’s do that here and find out…” and “I like it when
you take the time to think…”. However, the other three teachers were regularly raising
closed and low-level questioning, such as those recalling facts, rules, simple principles
and dates. Very few questions recorded were open-ended asking from students to
demonstrate their understanding and could further promote student learning. Also,
too often, the teachers asked rhetorical questions, e.g., “Did everyone get that?” with
little potential of providing an actual understanding of the students’ attainment.

Apart from questioning, teachers made extensive use of written assessments such as
tests, exercises and other tasks embodied in pupils’ textbooks. As well as daily textbooks
tasks, there was also a revision test on completion of a course of teaching units in some
subjects, published by the Ministry of Education and Culture, to gauge the extent to
which pupils had mastered the material taught so far. Although teachers conceived this
to be part of their formative assessment practices, it was actually more of a summative
assessment taking place at end of the teaching sequence. An important issue during the
observations was the expectation for all students to work on the same tasks and to attain
the same objectives regardless of the differences in their ability. Since no differentiation
provision was made according to pupil’s individual strengths and weakness, the material
targeted the average pupil. Thus, high achievers were often feeling bored, having
finished their tasks quickly but having to wait for the rest of the class to also accomplish
the task. Equally, the less academically advanced children were always striving to finish
their work in time. The need for differentiation in the assessment tasks, as teachers have
pointed out, placed more pressure on them, in case they would like to develop written
tasks or exercises on their own, and at the same time limitations as to whether those tasks
were appropriate, especially for those pupils who regularly conceived these tasks either
as being too difficult or insufficiently challenging.

As time is very limited, I usually assign whole class multiple choice quizzes. By
having students raise their hands to indicate which answer they picked from a
multiple choice quiz, I can immediately see how well we have conveyed the
material.

The teachers usually developed simple exercises, worksheets and quizzes which
usually included multiple choice, filling in blanks and short-answer questions. As one
of the teachers reported, ‘formative quizzes allow us to check immediately students’
understanding key points or concepts’. Another teacher also stated that:

…to gain a better understanding of student thinking, I ask students who chose
different answers on a multiple choice exercise to explain why they selected those
answers. A variation of this approach would be to have students choose answers
individually and then share and explain their answers with their partner.
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Also, the same teacher argued for the use of letting the children reflecting on the new
knowledge:

…In addition to using formative quizzes, right after the lesson, I sometimes ask
students to take five minutes to summarize or list the main points they believe we
were trying to make. Their responses can serve as the basis for class discussion,
allowing me to evaluate the extent of student understanding.

6.3.3 Processes 3 and 4: Interpretation of information and provision of feedback

For the purposes of this study both oral and written feedback by the teachers has been
explored. Teachers’ oral reactions to children’s effort and products were the most overt
aspects of formative assessment. Such comments varied from praise to criticism and
sometimes took a neutral stance without specific comments or indications. Typically,
teachers’ verbal comments were positive regarding academic aspects with the aim of
encouraging children’s learning effort, and negative when in response to be-
havioural aspects their intention was to maintain order and to avoid disruptive-
ness. For example, one of the teachers publicly criticized a girl who was not
paying attention to the application tasks and publicly congratulated another girl
for solving a problem in mathematics. This was seen by teachers as having a
positive message intended to encourage a desirable outcome or to discourage an
undesirable one.

Numerous para-linguistic/non-verbal expressions of feedback were also observed,
ranging from a glance and frowning to a nod or just moving a finger. These often
accompanied verbal expressions conveying a particular meaning to actions. The
significance of such non-verbal responses, as one of the teachers said, is important,
‘since they are used, often unconsciously, to keep the flow of teaching smooth and
without interruptions’. However, as all teachers agreed, the role of non-verbal feedback,
to formative assessment, aiming to assist learning was limited.

It was a common practice for all teachers to draw faces or stars on their students’
work, something which pupils seemed to understand and enjoy. Such symbols, i.e.
faces, signatures, stars, and ticks, were found to be unique codes for each class; they
were part of the individual assessment practice in each class and sometimes the same
symbol could have a different meaning in another classroom. For example, one of the
teachers drew a smiling face under a girl’s work. When asked to elaborate on this
action, the teacher said:

This comes under a well-establish policy in my class. It means that you’ve got all
answers right, without a single mistake. That’s why the face is happy and smiles
at you.

For the most part, written feedback was almost totally characterized in terms of
short-term rewards—praise, ‘smiley face’ stickers etc.—rather than detailed comment
on how to develop an idea further or help with particular problems. Exactly why school
policies and practice on feedback in the classroom have focused on rewards, rather than
extended dialogue about the quality of the work produced is an issue that our teachers
attributed to ‘pragmatic’ constraints of time and class size. It also seems to derive in
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part from teacher perceptions which take for granted the efficacy of behaviourist
reinforcement systems. According to one teacher:

If a student takes one star for example, he/she would try to do equally well in
future assignments so as to receive praise in a similar manner. In addition, other
students will also try to imitate and try harder to get a star as well.

Apart from symbols and marks, one teacher was also making use of grades. As she
explained, she used grades because she believed that “children and parents understand
them better”. The most regular grading method she used was fractions of correct
answers out of the total answers. She argued that: “a short comment wouldn’t say
anything about the student’s progress. However, a number can show how much the
student has improved since his/her last work, so that he/she can see at once if they have
got better or not”. The same teacher argued that she used marks and grades mainly to
‘motivate and to convey to children and their parents how much progress has been
made’.

Parents are kept informed…without any marking how will they be made aware of
their children’s progress? …also marking prepares students for the marking
system established in gymnasium and lyceum (i.e., secondary school).

On the other hand, another teacher advocated description of the children’s achieve-
ments and individual abilities in line with the ideas of child-centered education:

No marks, we must explain in detail to the children their deficiencies, and then
help them to overcome them. We have to emphasize the good points of children’s
work.

The above extract indicates the confusion of the teachers in relation to the
different functions of assessment. Summative and formative assessments are not
explicitly distinguished and teachers seem to neglect the importance of forma-
tive assessment in promoting learning. Typically, the comments of all teachers
were too general and short, without providing explanations in relation to the
strengths and weaknesses of the work done or how improvements could be
made or maintained. Sometimes, marks or grades were accompanied by some
general and brief comments such as: ‘Well done’, ‘You need to improve it’,
‘Good’, ‘This is better’, ‘Very Good’, ‘You have to try harder’. Just ticking or
signing the pupils’ work were also commonly used. However, as the teachers
themselves reported, children want and need comments to be specific. In none
of the four classrooms observed, this specificity was found. The following
comments from students’ workbooks illustrate this finding:

Well done!

You still need to work harder.

I was expecting more from you!
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This is poor, you must pay more attention

Could you be more careful next time? Same mistakes repeated

(written comments on students’ work)

Sometimes teachers considered the pupil’s own past progress as a point of reference
and ‘interpreted’ the evidence of the new work against it. A child was reported as doing
better or worse than before. From the examination of children’s workbooks, we
observed in some cases the following comments:

Well done Costa! Your composition is much better than the previous one. Keep
on the good work.

You only made three mistakes Ioanna. Much better than before. Keep it going!

Last time you did better and it was neater also.

(Teachers’ comments on students’ exercise books)

As one of the teachers commented, “such kind of feedback aim to help individual
students understand the difference between their present and past achievements, to
identify their weaknesses”. All teachers reported that this approach helped them to
avoid competition between children. However, it appeared to be rather rare, since as all
teachers said, lack of time and the high teacher-pupil ratio prohibited its frequent use.

I know it does yield some positive effects on student learning. I only wish that I
had some more time on my disposal…we have to take care of so many issues….

The findings described above highlight the ambivalent attitude of the teachers
towards making and communicating overall judgements about work. Judgements were
seen to place emphasis on products rather than process, but, as one of the teachers
pointed out, perhaps paradoxically, teachers’ judgements and the provision of feedback
are very important in indicating the level of achievement needed to “build the reference
framework for self-assessment”.

6.3.4 Processes 3 and 5: Interpretation of information and regulation of learning

The last processes included in the formative assessment framework of actions
and strategies refer to teacher decisions and consequent actions to moderate
teaching and learning. Regulation of learning is the process of altering future
learning activities or strategies based on collected information (Allal and
Pelgrims Ducrey 2000). The collected information through formative assessment
practices should be then reapplied in the teaching-learning process. The teachers
in our study used the information collected to reach diverse pedagogical
decisions which included alternatives such as leaving the student in his/her
regular learning activities as everything is going well, providing the student
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feedback and ask him/her to repeat the task, modify the task—make it harder if
everybody succeeds or make it more accessible in case of persisting difficulties.
Nevertheless, in the last case, it was not just a question of more, harder, or
easier. Sometimes the teacher needed to alter the task, into a totally different,
new task, so as to fit in the student zone of proximal development. In this case,
teachers were faced with decisions about possible adjustments to future learning
activities based on students’ performance in relation to the pursued objective.
The observation findings indicated major differences in the behaviour of the
four teachers. One of the teachers was implicitly evaluating her instruction and
modifying it to a certain extent according to the reactions, hints and signals she
received from the children. This teacher, unlike the others seems to have
captured the spirit of formative assessment (c.f. Marshall and Drummond
2006), whereas the others were still working at the level of the letter of
formative assessment. As she commented:

Whenever you see blank eyes, something’s gone wrong and you have to react
immediately, either by stopping and repeating what you’ve taught, or by shifting
the activity to attract their attention and interest again.

…one may think that they (the students) understood but when they try to put
something on paper, it becomes obvious that they haven’t. At which point I
intervene again…if necessary I modify what I want them to do so that they’re
more able to cope with it.

From the above extracts, the informal ways in which this teacher collected
evidence and, perhaps unconsciously, assessed her own teaching effectiveness
become evident, as well as the need to make decisions in order to maintain
pupils’ interest. In this class, pupils’ raised hands, or the ‘light in their eyes’
(Shipman 1983) in response to questions about something they had been taught,
signaled to the teacher how well the instruction was going. The teacher also
gained constant feedback from the children by ‘observing their reactions, their
body language, as well as from what they said, in order to take immediate
decisions on how to proceed in his instruction’. Another teacher commented on
the same issue:

… Whenever I realize that they haven’t understood something, I try to
alter the task in order to make it more comprehensible or more feasible
for them to tackle.

However, the observational data didn’t match similar arguments made by the
other three teachers. Most of the times, teachers were responding to children
needs very cursorily, and seemed to be more concerned about time constraint
issues in order to get on with their instruction and cover the expected school
year curriculum. Most of the times, teachers retained their initial planning
during their teaching, moving quickly through the various tasks, without paying
much attention to evaluating students’ level of understanding. For example, one
of the teachers in her interview right after her lesson highlighted the fact that
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her expectations were not realized. She had expected the students to be familiar
with some basic ideas and was surprised that they were not:

… I was quite convinced they knew the answers and they ought to, since we have
done those things recently. I am sure that when they go over those things again,
they will remember everything.

I have to finish teaching the content of the book by the end of the school year, and
we are already quite behind.

From the above interview extracts, one could conclude that the emphasis is attrib-
uted in covering the planned curriculum and not on student learning. However,
teaching is about what students learn, not what the teacher presents and the main
purpose of education is to promote understanding and not short-term remembering.
Thus, if understanding is to be assessed, methods are required that involve learners in
using their knowledge and linking it to real context. This view of assessment eschews
the model of assessment in which the teacher collects the evidence, makes judgements
on the basis of that evidence, and then certain events follow, which was not observed to
a great extent in our study.

7 Discussion

This study has utilized a qualitative-interpretive approach to explore how teachers
perceive, interpret and implement formative assessment in Cyprus primary classrooms.
Based on the research findings, a formative assessment framework of actions and
strategies has been generated, consisting of a sequence of five interrelated processes.
In addition, important insights on teachers’ understanding and practice have been
highlighted. Particularly, it was found that the teachers had positive perceptions towards
formative assessment and acknowledged that it is an important element that could
promote effective teaching and learning. However, at the same time, the observational
data revealed a number of weaknesses in teachers’ formative assessment practices. This
is in line with previous research findings which noted that while formative assessment
is desirable, it is not easy for teachers to achieve (Torrance and Pryor 2001; Hall and
Burke 2003; James et al. 2007). The difficulty in effective implementation could partly
be attributed to the fact that, for the teachers in our study, formative assessment does not
yet represent a well-defined set of practices. As Bennett (2011) argues some of these
misunderstandings, difficulties and practical challenges that teachers face derive from
residual ambiguity in the definitions of the formative assessment. The teachers usually
tended to be embracing the concept, but in reality implementing a set of practices that
were rather mechanical without the active engagement of their students.

Based on the framework developed in the study, a number of weaknesses in
teachers’ formative assessment practices and understanding have been identified.
Firstly, teachers demonstrated a lack of quality criteria and could not make explicit
what the purpose of certain activities was and what would count as doing them well.
Even in cases where there were criteria, the teachers failed in most cases to make those
criteria explicit. Teachers underlined this finding by saying that they often had no clear
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idea of the criteria by which they assess, and could not easily spell them out. A possible
explanation would be that most of the assignments and tasks are being taken out of the
school textbooks in a rather mechanistic procedure. However, according to Torrance
(2001), the time spent articulating criteria at the beginning of an activity can mean less
‘trouble-shooting’ later as they became a focal point of feedback which the teacher
build on and underline their importance. In relation to the lack of explicit quality
criteria, no techniques were used by the teachers to encourage students to engage in
self-assessment. All four teachers were unwilling to pass some of their assessment-
control power over to students, through engaging them into self-assessment practices.
The assessment process was highly teacher-centered, with the only agent providing
feedback and judgement being the teacher.

The alternative approach is for students to develop skills in evaluating the quality of
their own work, especially during the process of production. This, however, also
implies changes in what pupils do and how they might become more involved in
assessment and in reflecting on their own learning. Indeed, questioning, giving appro-
priate feedback and reflecting on criteria of quality can all be rolled up in peer and self-
assessment (Kyriakides 1999). For example, in a research study by Fontana and
Fernandes (1994), primary school pupils were progressively trained to carry out self-
assessment that involved setting their own learning objectives, constructing relevant
problems to test their learning, selecting appropriate tasks, and carrying out self-
assessments. Over the period of the experiment, the learning gains of this group were
twice as great as those of a matched ‘control’ group. Other findings also demonstrate
the importance of pupils’ understanding the success criteria in different curriculum
areas and at different stages in their development as learners (James 2006). Thus, the
instructional system must take explicit provision for students themselves to acquire
evaluative expertise. Although the teachers participated in this study believed strongly
that formative assessment is crucial in promoting learning, they were not prepared to
persist and overcome difficulties, for example in establishing the appropriate classroom
culture for student self-evaluation.

Secondly, it was found that teachers were using a variety of practices to collect
information on student attainment. Unstructured observation and questioning were the
most often used methods. According to Airasian (1991), through unplanned observa-
tions most teachers make note of idiosyncratic, unsystematic happenings in the primary
classroom which they see, mentally record and interpret. Likewise, Torrance (2001)
supports the importance of the teacher being a trained classroom observer. However,
teachers seemed to make little or no use of some types of questioning and negotiations
that could be fed into formative assessment and enhance the learning process. As James
et al. (2007) argue, questions phrased simply to establish whether pupils know the
correct answer are of little value for formative purposes. The findings revealed that
some formative assessment actions were more common than others (i.e. whole-class
questioning, correcting, judging), at the expense of those that could be considered more
beneficial for learning e.g., observing process, metacognitive questioning, observing
and questioning individual students (James and Pollard 2011).

It must here be noted that extensive reflection on the detailed progress of each
individual pupil was not considered feasible, due to the number of students in the class.
Although the teachers described formative assessment in essence as very important for
student learning, they also perceived formative assessment as a time-consuming
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process which could result in a heavy record-keeping burden. Thus, the focus of
attention tended to be the class, or in most cases student groups, rather than the
individual child. We can note that teachers did indeed focus on individuals, and saw
the benefits of doing so, in certain circumstances, but this could not be sustained at such
a level of detail over a significant period of time. However, in such whole-class
teaching situations, pupil misinterpretations cannot be explored in detail, since as stated
by one teacher “to spend time focusing on one child’s responses would risk losing the
attention of the majority of the class”. This in turn, may lead to significant
misjudgements about pupil understandings and achievements. If learning is to be
secure, superficially ‘correct’ answers need to be probed and misconceptions explored.
In this way, pupils’ learning needs can be diagnosed (James and Pedder 2005; 2006).

Thirdly, the data reveal a tension between what the teachers claimed to do and what
they actually do, regarding the process of providing descriptive feedback to students.
This is important as feedback is an essential component of formative assessment where
the intention is to support learning (Bell and Cowie 2001). The rather general and vague
comments made, without specific guidance as to how the student could improve,
indicate that the teachers had a vague impression of the quality criteria, as previously
discussed. Feedback was provided, through usually short-term rewards rather than
detailed analysis of problems and suggestions for improvement, with little explanation
of what the strengths and mistakes were and how improvements could be made or
maintained. Such vague comments do not provide children with beneficial information
about where they went wrong, and do not encourage them to improve. The use of grades
by one of the teachers was a notable and a rather unexpected finding, given that the
school inspectorates of the ministry of education and culture in Cyprus do not encourage
the use of marks in primary schools. As Black et al., (2003) argue feedback is always
important but it needs to be approached cautiously because research draws attention to
potential negative effects. This happens when feedback focuses on pupils’ self-esteem or
self-image, as is the case when marks are given, or when praise focuses on the person
rather than the learning. Praise can make pupils feel good but it does not help their
learning unless it is explicit about what the pupil has done well (Swaffield 2008).

The data related with the final process of the assessment framework, i.e. the
regulation of learning according to the collected and interpreted information, demon-
strate interesting differences between teachers’ perceptions and actions. Although all
four teachers had fairly interesting ideas and good intentions about taking actions to
regulate their teaching, only one teacher was able to operationalize these ideas. This is
important as a characteristic of effective teachers is their ability to analyse the learning
requirements and class conditions in order to identify alternate activities and procedures
that might remediate student difficulties and design supplemental, remedial, or enrich-
ment activities (Kyriakides et al. 2009). The three teachers acknowledged that assess-
ment information should be obtained from pupils and then used for the planning and
regulation of teaching. However, how they might consistently do this, i.e. actually use
assessment data to regulate their teaching accordingly to the needs of the children in
their class, was not clear to them. It seems that teachers organized and implemented
instructional programmes based upon their knowledge of the subject matter, the
availability of equipment and time constraints, rather than the needs and abilities of
their students. Indeed, the data highlight that many times teachers moved on to the next
topic, without taking into much consideration the information on students’ attainment.

Educ Asse Eval Acc (2014) 26:153–176 171



Little opportunity was given to altering or changing instruction on the basis of
assessment findings. Although, in many cases, the collected information on student
learning elicited an immediate feedback, then such information was not fully exploited
for the potential insight that it might have provided into the learning process.

In all classes, learning seemed to be predicated much more on what might be
characterized as a Piagetian model, overlain with elements of behaviourism
(reinforcement). Work was provided with some vague reference to the attainment
targets at what the teacher thought was an appropriate level of difficulty for the
children’s stage of development. However, there was much less positive intervention,
and feedback was often a ‘classroom management’ variety—offering clarification or
further instruction on how to proceed rather than engaging in extended dialogue about
the learning intentions underlying the task.

Taking into consideration the findings of this study, we could argue that in order to
accomplish the full potential of formative assessment as “a teaching strategy of very
high leverage” (Hargreaves 2004, p. 24), it is essential to provide training, develop-
mental opportunities and support to teachers so as to enable them to use assessment in a
genuinely formative way. This is essential as teachers will not take up attractive
sounding ideas, albeit based on extensive research, if these are presented as general
principles, which leave entirely to them the task of translating them into everyday
practice (Black and Wiliam 1998; 2006). This of course is not an easy task. As
Shavelson (2008, p. 294) argue, referring to his experience creating, implementing,
and studying the effects of formative assessment, “…formative assessment, like so
many other education reforms, has a long way to go before it can be wielded
masterfully by a majority of teachers to positive ends.” The challenge would be to
support and facilitate teachers to capture not only the letter, but most importantly the
spirit of formative assessment (c.f. Marshall and Drummond 2006) and improve their
understanding and doing during the teaching and learning process accordingly.

The findings of the study have also implications for future research. Particularly,
future studies may utilize the analytical framework emerged in this study in three
different ways, which are in accordance with the three functions of assessment in
education. Diagnostically, the framework can be used for exploring formative assess-
ment practices, and identifying weaknesses and priorities for improvement, something
that this research has performed to some extent. Summatively, in order to evaluate
formative assessment processes in the Cyprus educational context as compared with
other OECD countries, and most importantly formatively for developing and improv-
ing teachers’ formative assessment practices by developing appropriate intervention
and professional development programmes (Antoniou and Kyriakides 2011, 2013). In
this way the present study could be seen as the ‘reconnaissance’ stage of future studies
aiming to improve teachers’ formative assessment practices. In addition, the impact of
the formative assessment practices on student learning could be further explored and
the connections between formative assessment and students learning could be further
analysed. Future research can also explore not only teachers’ but also pupils’ percep-
tions and understanding of particular formative assessment practices in which they
were involved. This might reveal the extent to which teachers and pupils share a
common understanding of the nature and purpose of formative assessment processes
and the way in which the outcomes of assessment were constructed through teacher-
pupil and pupil-pupil interactions.
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It must be noted that it is not the intent of this study to deliver any kind of final
statements on the teachers’ practices and rationale of formative assessment in every
educational setting. To attempt to do so would be to fall prey to several fallacies, not the
least of which is the failure to recognise the context-dependent nature of every
classroom, every teacher-student relationship. The four participating teachers are par-
ticular to their time and place and certainly do not represent all teachers in Cyprus.
Although no legitimate attempt can be made to make generalizations from these data,
overall, the findings of this study may suggest trends and approaches that could lend
themselves to a more precise definition and improvement of formative assessment in
the future. It is in this explanatory vein that the report of the findings and their
interpretations is made.

Appendix

The Cyprus Educational System

One of the main characteristics of the educational system in Cyprus is that its
administration is centralized and both primary and secondary schools are considered
as government, and not as community, institutions. Major policy and administrative
decisions concerning curricula, staffing, textbook selection, adoption and/or produc-
tion, and teacher training are made by the Ministry of Education and Culture (MOEC).
In Cyprus, education is provided through pre-primary and primary schools, secondary
general, and secondary technical/vocational schools, public and private universities,
and other non-formal institutions and centers. Primary education is provided free of
charge and with no entrance requirements in public primary schools available through-
out the country for students aged 6 to 12. Primary schools are coeducational and
provide mixed-ability teaching. A university degree in primary school educational
studies makes a teacher eligible for inclusion in the official register of candidates for
appointment. A teacher’s appointment is based on a system where primary priority is
determined by the year of submitting the application (on the principle “first come first
served”). In relation to their teaching duties, primary school classes are not subject-
specific but generic. Thus, the vast majority of primary school teachers are assigned, at
the beginning of the school year, a new class–cohort of students and they are respon-
sible for teaching to the students of their class several subjects included in the national
curriculum.

Regarding student evaluation, all curriculum, instruction and assessment responsi-
bilities are handled internally by teachers in all Primary, Gymnasium and Lyceum
classes, except for the end of the third form of the Lyceum. In this particular form, an
external evaluation scheme operates as the university entrance examination. The
educational system at the primary level provides for three different types of assessment,
the initial or diagnostic assessment, the formative or continuous assessment and the
final or summative assessment. All three types of assessment are undertaken by the
classroom teacher. The Ministry recommends that a variety of assessment techniques
must be used, such as written tests, classroom observation, communication, and pupils’
self-evaluation. The results of assessment are mainly reported by communication with
parents. No grades are being given to the primary school students. Teachers are
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encouraged to adopt a systematic policy in assessing pupils’ abilities and their pupils;
assessment relies to a great extent on teachers themselves. However, the MOEC has not
provided guidance for teachers on how to assess primary school students formatively
and there are no instruments or a clear policy regarding how to assess pupils in order to
enhance their learning (Kyriakides 2004). Nevertheless, the Cyprus educational system
is currently going through a major reform with potential major changes influencing the
school curriculum and related teacher practices.
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