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Abstract 
 

This study explores Saudi student teachersô perceptions of formative assessment (FA). 

Recently, there has been a shift in Saudi Arabia towards a constructivist approach 

within education, which emphasises problem solving, analysis and research rather than 

memorisation and repetition. Despite these changes, FA, which is best utilised in a 

constructivist environment, has been overlooked. There are few studies on FA in the 

Arabian region, and there are no studies about student teachersô perceptions of FA.  

 Because FA is a new approach in Saudi Arabia, the researcher drew upon 

traditions of action research, in that FA was introduced by the researcher and discussed 

with the participants throughout the study. A purposive sample of eleven Saudi student 

teachers and their tutors participated in this study. Data was collected using a variety of 

instruments over a period of time. The process of data collection was in three stages: 

before, during and after school placement. Initial one-to-one semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with the student teachers before school placement. Thirty-three 

observations took place during school placement. After school placement, 

questionnaires and one-to-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 

student teachers, and interviews were also conducted with their tutors.   

 Although the Saudi student teachers had been influenced by summative 

assessment, the main findings showed that they were enthusiastic about the idea of FA 

and they recommended implementing it in Saudi schools. The findings also indicated 

that the student teachers could learn about FA, and the researcherôs approach of 

connecting theory to practice through reflection seemed to be helpful in developing 

their knowledge about FA. The student teachers perceived that mixed abilities 

classrooms and time limitations ð both time within lessons and the period of school 

placements ð affected their practice of FA. The findings also suggested that in order to 

avoid what they seemed to identify as problematic FA techniques, the student teachers 

tended to focus on certain FA strategies.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction  

 

1.1 Background to the study 

The present study aims to explore Saudi student teachersô perceptions of formative 

assessment (FA). Because FA was not a part of these student teachersô university 

teacher-training programme, FA was introduced to them by the researcher for the 

purpose of this research study. This project was conducted in three main stages: before 

school placement, during school placement and after school placement. At the outset, 

before school placement, the researcher introduced FA to the student teachers and 

obtained their initial perceptions of FA through first interviews. Then, during school 

placement, the researcher explored how the student teachers perceived FA by observing 

their practices of FA in Saudi schools. Finally, after school placement, the researcher 

obtained the student teachersô perceptions of FA through questionnaires and second 

interviews. It was important for the researcher to obtain these perceptions for two 

reasons: to trace any changes in their perceptions and to obtain in-depth data about their 

perceptions after their experience of implementing FA during their school placements. 

This study helped to show how this group of Saudi student teachers perceived FA after 

practising it in Saudi schools. It also helped to show some of the challenges that student 

teachers might face when applying FA in the Saudi context.  

 This introductory chapter will first introduce the research questions. There will 

then be a brief description of the research strategies and techniques. After this, the 

researcher will give an account of the problems which prompted her to undertake the 

present study. Why a research study on Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA is 

significant, and where the present research study contributes to past research will then 

be discussed. Finally, the researcher will explain the organisation of the thesis. 
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1.2 Research questions 

This study aims to answer the following research questions:  

 

i) What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

ii) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment can help school students to 

make progress? 

iii) What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

iv) Do the student teachers think that their training programme is coherent and useful in 

helping them to develop their professional practice of formative assessment? 

v) What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying formative 

assessment? 

vi) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and 

why? 

1.3 Brief description of the research strategies and techniques  

This is a study about Saudi student teachersô experiences and perceptions of FA. This 

research study is not concerned with assessing either what teaching practices are the 

most effective in Saudi classrooms or judging how well the student teachers 

implemented FA. There were eleven student teachers who participated in this research 

study. The researcher wanted to conduct this study with student teachers for numerous 

reasons. First, investing in student teachers in Saudi Arabia might be very practical 

because 52% of the current Saudi population is under the age of 25 (Central Department 

of Statistics & Information, 2004: 47). This contrasts with the UK, where only around 

31% of the population is under 25 (Office of National Statistics, 2011: 11). With such a 

high percentage of young people in Saudi Arabia, it would seem to be especially 

beneficial to focus on training new and future teachers. Second, because this study is 

focused on assessment strategies, which are relatively new practices in Saudi Arabia, 

student teachers were chosen because they are young and more likely to be open to new 

ideas. As Wiliam (2007: 196) explained, it is difficult to get experienced teachers to 

change their teaching habits. Because deeply engrained teaching habits take more time 

to change (Wiliam, 2007: 197) and because of the time limitation of this research study, 

student teachers seemed to be the most appropriate choice for the present study. 

Additionally, since there were time constraints and a significant amount of material that 
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the participants were asked to consider and put into practice, student teachers from the 

top percentile in one universityôs teacher-training programme were chosen to participate 

in this study. The researcher used purposive sampling because high-attaining students 

would seem to be more able to quickly understand FA in a limited period of time. Six 

supervisors ð either university tutors or schoolteachers ð all of whom were mentors to 

the selected student teachers, were also interviewed in the final stage of the research 

study. These tutorsô interviews were important for data triangulation. That is, the 

findings were juxtaposed with the student teachersô perceptions and the researcherôs 

observations, as triangulation helps to increase reliability and validity. Moreover, the 

university tutorsô and schoolteachersô perceptions helped to provide a context for the 

researcher to better understand the student teachersô perceptions.  

 Several research instruments were used throughout the study to collect data and 

to ensure validity. These research instruments were: interviews, questionnaires and 

observation schedules. Eleven one-to-one, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with the student teachers before their school placements. During school 

placement, thirty-three observations took place. After school placement, eleven 

questionnaires and eleven one-to-one, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with the student teachers. Finally, another six one-to-one semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with schoolteachers and university tutors who had also 

observed the student teachers implementing FA during their school placements. These 

different research instruments were helpful for this study for several reasons. First, the 

one-to-one semi-structured interviews and questionnaires helped the researcher to know 

more about the student teachersô perceptions of assessment and to compare their 

perceptions before and after their school placements. Classroom observations during 

school placement helped the researcher to record what FA practices the student teachers 

implemented and what challenges they faced. These observations also helped the 

researcher to better understand the perceptions of the student teachers. Finally, one-to-

one semi-structured interviews were conducted with some of the university tutors and 

schoolteachers in order to obtain their perceptions about how the student teachers used 

assessment within the classroom.  

1.4 Statement of the problem 

There were certain reasons that motivated the researcher to conduct this present 

research study. First, while many researchers have argued that FA helps to raise pupilsô 

achievement (see, for example, Black and Wiliam, 2001: 13; 2006: 9; OECD, 2005a: 
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69; Sadler, 1989: 120-121; Sliwka, Fushell, Gauthier & Johnson 2005: 114; Wiliam, 

2006; 2007: 184), and while FA has been practised in many schools around the world, 

FA is still not well known in the Arabian region. This is apparent in the fact that there is 

a noticeable lack of resources about FA in Arabic. Currently, summative assessment is 

dominant in the Saudi educational system. There has been, however, a growing 

awareness that this summative assessment system might be an obstacle to learning. Al-

Sadan (2000) suggested that Saudi assessment system might be  

 

described as a ókiller of pupilsô because teachers and pupils 

focus only on one objective: how many pupils will pass? (p. 

154) 

 

 

More recently, Darandari and Murphy (2013) have argued that the assessment regime in 

Saudi Arabia has neglected ómany important cognitive, behavioural, and 

communications skillsô (p. 63). Pupils have also expressed their frustration with the 

existing summative assessment system. As these critiques of summative assessment 

might suggest, an emphasis on marks can deflate the excitement and joy of learning. 

There are also other issues associated with summative assessment. Because of its 

emphasis on examinations, summative assessment often puts pressure on pupils. 

Moreover, summative assessment does not usually provide feedback, and this is 

problematic as feedback might help learners to understand how to overcome their 

difficulties. The emphasis on marks, instead of feedback, and on exams, instead of 

research, has fostered a way of thinking that there is only one right answer and 

textbooks are unilaterally correct. As a result of this, pupils in Saudi Arabia are often 

reluctant to participate; discussions are limited and there is little group work. Outcomes 

are not generally shared with pupils and self-assessment is not usually practised. Peer-

assessment might be occasionally used, but marks are provided instead of feedback. 

Other assessment strategies, such as discussion and the use of questioning to promote 

understanding and thinking, are also not used very often. Thus, it might be suggested 

that the current classroom practices in Saudi schools may have hindered pupilsô 

learning, as the focus on summative assessment in Saudi Arabia places emphasis on 

marks and passing rather than enhancing pupilsô learning and raising achievement.  

  While FA has been considered to be effective in enhancing learning and raising 

achievement, it is unrealistic to assume that what has worked in other countries, such as 

the UK, will work in the Saudi context. But more specifically, FA might not be 

perceived the same way in Saudi Arabia as it has been perceived in other countries. 
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Therefore, obtaining Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA and observing them 

implementing FA in Saudi schools might be very useful, especially if the Saudi 

Ministry of Education (MOE) decides to promote FA within their educational system.  

1.5 The gap in research and the significance of this study 

Recent research (Azis, 2012) has drawn attention to the need to focus on teachersô 

perceptions ófrom different parts of the worldô (p. 42). Despite the recognition of the 

importance of focusing on perceptions, there are only a few studies regarding student 

teachersô perceptions of FA, and these will be discussed in more detail in the literature 

review. Of further significance for the present research study, there are only a few 

studies related to FA in the Arabian region and there are not any studies focused on 

Saudi student teachersô perceptions regarding FA. Hence, this research study is 

significant for many reasons. Most importantly, this study is the first to focus on Saudi 

student teachersô perceptions of FA. The growing criticism of summative assessment 

and the more recent interest in a constructivist approach to learning in Saudi Arabia 

suggests the need to explore FA. If FA is adopted by the MOE in Saudi Arabia, this 

study might be beneficial for teacher-training programmes and Saudi universities that 

provide the initial teacher training. Moreover, because educational systems in Arabian 

countries are often similar, the results of this study might be beneficial not merely for 

policymakers in Saudi Arabia, but for educators in other Arabian countries as well. This 

research study is interested in Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA and its findings 

might shed light on why and how FA is perceived in a context currently dominated by 

summative approaches to assessment. Finally, most of the research questions used in 

this study have not been addressed by previous studies. Thus, it can be suggested that 

this research study helps to supply new knowledge.  

1.6 Organisation of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into ten chapters, which will be discussed in more detail below. In 

order to better understand Saudi student teachersô perceptions of assessment, it is 

essential to first consider the context in which this research was conducted. Hence, 

Chapter Two describes the structure of the Saudi educational system. In particular, this 

chapter is interested in assessment and its role in Saudi education. Tracing the 

development of assessment in the Saudi education system, this chapter argues that 

although steps have been taken to emphasise problem solving and analysis, rather than 



  6 

memorisation, FA has somehow been overlooked in these developments and summative 

assessment remains dominant in the Saudi educational system. 

 This study is interested in student teachersô perceptions of FA, and Chapter 

Three presents a general review of the literature relevant to this study. In this chapter, 

the researcher identifies gaps and tensions in the research literature. These gaps and 

tensions provided this research project with a clear focus on important issues in a new 

context. This chapter begins by discussing what FA is and what the researcher means by 

FA. What is the importance of FA? What are some critiques that have been formulated 

by researchers regarding FA? What are the tensions between formative and summative 

assessment? What previous studies have been conducted on teachersô and student 

teachersô perceptions of FA? What studies have been conducted on FA in the Arabian 

region? Finally, because this study is interested in student teachers, teacher-training 

programmes are considered to show that assessment and formative assessment tend to 

be neglected in training programmes. The importance of relating theory to practice 

through reflection in order to enhance teachersô understanding and practice is also 

discussed. All of this will indicate the link between the research questions and the 

literature; it will provide the relevant background for this study; and it will highlight 

gaps and tensions in previous research studies.  

  Chapter Four describes the methods used to address the research questions. It 

presents information about the sampling and piloting used in this study. This chapter 

also provides information about the procedure of data collection. Finally, a justification 

of the research methods that were employed in this study is discussed.  

 Chapter Five, Chapter Six, Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight all report the 

findings of the study using tables and figures. Explanations are provided to clarify the 

meaning of these findings. Chapter Five is divided into two parts: the purpose of the 

first part is to provide a direct comparison between the findings derived from the first 

interviews, which were conducted with the student teachers before their school 

placements, to the findings which were derived from the questionnaires, which were 

conducted with the student teachers after their school placements. This first part of 

Chapter Five focuses on the student teachersô perceptions about the meaning of 

assessment as a whole and FA in particular, and whether FA should be implemented in 

Saudi schools or not.  

 The purpose of the second part of Chapter Five is to display further findings 

from the questionnaire without comparing these results to other data. This second part 

of Chapter Five focuses on the student teachersô perceptions of FA in relation to four 
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aspects. First, did the student teachers perceive that FA can help pupils to make 

progress. Second, what did the student teachers perceive their teacher-training 

programme to provide in connection with FA. Third, did the student teachers perceive 

that FA was presented to them in a way that helped them to develop their professional 

practice of FA. Finally, what were the challenges that the student teachers perceived 

they faced when implementing FA during their school placements. All of the six 

research questions were partially answered in this chapter. 

 Chapter Six reports the findings derived from the second interview, which was 

conducted with student teachers after their school placements. Chapter Six provides in-

depth data about the student teachersô perceptions of FA in relation to all six of the 

research questions.  

 Chapter Seven focuses on analysing the data derived from classroom 

observations. Of key importance here is the student teachersô practices of FA in Saudi 

schools during their school placements. Data in this chapter helped to partially answer 

two of the research questions: first, what do student teachers do during their initial 

teacher-training programme in connection with FA? Second, what are the challenges 

that the student teachers faced when applying FA? 

 Chapter Eight reports the findings from the tutorsô interviews. This chapter 

focuses on the tutorsô perceptions of how FA was implemented by the student teachers 

during their school placements. The results in this chapter helped to partially answer 

two of the research questions: first, what do the student teachers do during their initial 

teacher-training programme in connection with FA? Second, what are the challenges 

that the student teachers faced when applying FA? 

 Finally, Chapter Nine and Chapter Ten summarise the findings of the study. 

Chapter Nine investigates and analyses the findings with a clear referral to the research 

questions used in this study. This chapter also relates the findings to previous research 

studies, some of which were also discussed in the literature review. The findings from 

this research study showed that the student teachers were positive about FA and able to 

learn about FA. In addition to this, they all tended to focus on certain FA strategies over 

time due to the challenges that they faced.  

 Chapter Ten, which provides a conclusion of this research study, also discusses 

methodological matters, including the limitations of the study, as well as 

recommendations and directions for further research. 



 8 

Chapter Two 

Context of the study 

 

2.1 Introduction  

This research study is broadly interested in formative assessment and how it might be 

perceived in the Saudi context. While a review of the research literature helps to focus a 

research study on important issues, context too can give particular insight into the 

background and, through that, the importance of the topic. In Saudi Arabia, there have 

been recent developments in the Saudi educational system, which have shifted the focus 

to a constructivist theory of learning. Recently, there has been criticism of the 

dominance of summative assessment, as well as more emphasis on problem solving and 

research rather than traditional teaching methods, which encourage memorisation and 

repetition. The recent and ongoing openness to and investment in innovation in Saudi 

Arabia, and in particular the turn to constructivist approaches to learning, may suggest 

that FA, which is also based upon constructivist theories of knowledge, might also be 

accepted.  

 In order to understand both why this study is important and the recent changes in 

the educational system, it is necessary to have some knowledge of both the history and 

recent developments in Saudi Arabia. Hence, the main purpose of this chapter is to 

provide a background of the educational system in Saudi Arabia and to highlight its 

relevant recent developments. First, the general background of the educational system in 

Saudi Arabia, including its policies, goals and administrative bodies will be introduced. 

The chapter will then focus on assessment in Saudi education: recent developments and 

the dominance of summative assessment will be discussed. Finally, the chapter will 

discuss teacher training in Saudi Arabia, which is relevant to this study as it focuses on 

Saudi student teachers. 
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2.2 Brief background of Saudi Arabia: 

 

Figure 2- 1: Map of Saudi Arabia (Saudi Post, 2014) 

 

Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country formed in the twentieth century and located in the 

Arabian Peninsula. It is the largest and most influential country in the Arabian 

Peninsula. The country shares its land border with Jordan, Iraq and Kuwait from the 

north, its southern border with Yemen, and its eastern with Qatar, the United Arab 

Emirates (U.A.E), and Oman (Siddiqui, 1996). The official language is Arabic. 

According to the Central Department of Census and Information, the total population of 

Saudi Arabia was 29,195,895 million in 2010, including expatriates (Ministry of 

Economy and Planning, 2010). This study was conducted in Riyadh, the capital city, 

which is situated in the centre of the country. If FA were to be promoted as part of the 

classroom practices in schools in Riyadh, it might be suggested that these practices 

might be exported to other cities, towns and villages across the country. Moreover, were 

FA to be adopted in Saudi Arabia, it is likely that other Arabian countries in the region 

would consider FA. 

 Organised education started in Saudi Arabia with the katateeb (schools teaching 

religion and literacy), which were attended by some children (Al-Sadan, 2000: 145). 

The first formal Saudi educational system was only established in 1924 when a few 

primary schools for boys were founded (Al-Sadan, 2000: 145). At this time, girls were 
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still attending the katateeb.  In 1960, the General Presidency for Girlsô Education was 

established, and schools for girls were opened (Al Sadaawi, 2010: 1). In 2003, the MOE 

became responsible for girlsô schools (Ministry of Education, 2011). All of this suggests 

both the importance of learning and education in Saudi Arabia and the rapidly growing 

developments, which have occurred over the last eighty years. 

 Before discussing the development of assessment and teacher training in Saudi 

Arabia, it is necessary to have an understanding of both the main governing bodies in 

the Saudi educational system and the policies of education in Saudi Arabia. This 

information is important because, as part of this study, the researcher asked the 

participants if they perceived that FA should be adopted and what the MOE should do 

to alleviate challenges that teachers might face when implementing FA. Moreover, the 

MOE and the Ministry of Higher Education are the highest authorities through which all 

changes to assessment, teaching and learning are planned and approved: any future 

inclusion of FA would have to come through them. Finally, some of the challenges 

which the student teachers within this study perceived as problematic, as will be 

discussed in Chapter Nine, are explored here in order to provide an overview of the 

perceived issues in the Saudi educational system.  

2.3 Administration of the Saudi educational system 

It is important to know which administrative bodies have authority in the Saudi 

educational system, as these groups control all developments, curriculums and changes. 

First and foremost, education in Saudi Arabia is supervised and managed by the MOE, 

the Ministry of Higher Education, and the General Organisation for Technical 

Education and Vocational Training (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). There are other 

establishments, which are also responsible for students in kindergarten, primary, 

intermediate, secondary and adult education (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). These are: the 

Ministry of Defence and Aviation; the Presidency of the National Guard; and the 

Ministry of the Interior (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). For students from both genders, 

these establishments must follow the same educational system and curriculum designed 

by the MOE (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). The highest authority within the MOE is the 

Supreme Committee for Educational Policy (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4).  

 The Saudi MOE, which was established in 1954 (Oyaid, 2009: 18), is 

responsible for both the education of males and females in general education (primary, 

intermediate and secondary) and for implementing teacher training courses in teacher 

colleges, special education, and adult education and literacy (Ministry of Education, 
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2011; UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). The MOE is also in charge of planning and forming 

curriculums; this includes printing books and providing educational materials. The 

Saudi MOE manages the forty-two regions across Saudi Arabia (Alshumrani, 2008: 

505; Oyaid, 2009: 18). While each region has its own educational councils, the MOE is 

the main source, which provides the rules and initiatives which each council must 

implement (Oyaid, 2009: 18). Additionally, the MOE is responsible for supervising 

school buildings and constructions (Oyaid, 2009: 18).  

  The Ministry of Higher Education was founded in 1975 (Oyaid, 2009: 19; 

UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4), and it is in charge of supervising the implementation of the 

educational policies in higher education (UNESCO & IBE, 2007: 4). Currently, there 

are twenty-five public universities in Saudi Arabia (Ministry of Higher Education, 

2014), eighteen Primary Teacher Colleges for men, eighty Primary Teacher Colleges for 

women, thirty-seven Colleges and Institutions for Health, twelve Technical Colleges, 

and thirty-three private universities and colleges (Alamri, 2011: 89); the Ministry of 

Higher Education supervises all of these. Qualified teachers usually obtain their degrees 

from these universities and teacher colleges. The Ministry of Higher Education also 

supervises and manages scholarships, international academic collaboration, and 

educational centres aboard (Oyaid, 2009: 19). As all of this demonstrates, both the 

MOE and the Ministry of Higher Education are extremely influential and important for 

the development of student teachers and assessment. 

2.4 Policy of education in Saudi Arabia 

Educational policy in Saudi Arabia is strongly influenced by Islam (Ministry of 

Education & Ministry of Higher Education, 2008: 11). A key document, which outlines 

and governs the principles, objectives and goals of education in the country, can be 

found in the óEducation Policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabiaô. The most noticeable 

principles are: 

¶ Believe in Allah and Islam as a religion and Mohammed as a prophet and 

messenger. 

¶ Believe in the Islamic conception about the universe, humanity and life, 

including strengthening the Islamic belief about the importance of education, 

which the country must offer. 

¶ Female equal rights in education. 

¶ Education suitable to the public development plan. 
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¶ Arabic language is the educational language for all grades (Ministry of 

Education & Ministry of Higher Education, 2008: 11).  

UNESCO and IBE (2011: 3) pointed out that the óEducation Policy Documentô suggests 

that it is governmentôs responsibility to offer free education across all levels in Saudi 

Arabia. 

 The improvement of education in Saudi Arabia is associated with the general 

development plan of the country (Alshumrani, 2008: 506). The most recent ten-year 

plan (2004-2014) contains the following general aims: 

 

¶  Make sure that all pupils from ages 6-18 are included in public education. 

¶ Encourage interactions, both nationally and internationally.  

¶ Develop the educational system. 

¶ Improve the curriculum in order to help pupils develop their critical thinking. 

¶ Focus on raising the quality of teachers. 

¶ Improve the educational environment.  

¶ Develop the use of technology for the sake of teaching and learning. 

¶ Increase social participation in education (Alshumrani, 2008: 506). 

As we can see, these recent general aims seek to foster better learning environments, 

which promote critical thinking and participation. Improvement of teacher quality is 

also of key importance, as it is known to be an essential factor in raising pupilsô 

performances (British Educational Research Association, 2014: 5). It might be 

suggested that assessment practices, such as FA, and the development of better teacher-

training programmes would be of use in ensuring the success of these developments.   

2.5 Developments in the Saudi educational system 

2.5.1 Reforming education to better enhance learning 

Over the last few years, educators in Saudi Arabia have tried to enhance pupilsô learning 

by developing many changes in the educational system. In particular, educators have 

focused upon changing the traditional methods of teaching in order to promote learning. 

Important here is the Tatweer project, a research project established by the King to 

advise the MOE. Tatweer means reform. The idea of Tatweer is to reform the 

educational system and the way pupils learn new knowledge and information. Hence, 

the Tatweer project is interested in both improving the learning environment to better 
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enhance learning, as well as the development of teachers. The Tatweer project was 

influential in introducing new approaches, which embrace the constructivist theory, to 

the Saudi system of education. For example, all science and mathematics curriculums 

were changed to include more analysis, problem solving and research. Self-assessment 

and authentic assessment also started to gain more focus in Saudi classrooms (Tatweer, 

2011). All of these changes to develop pupilsô learning skills were mainly led by the 

Tatweer projectôs work with the MOE. They point to a new emphasis in the Saudi 

educational system, which may have important implications for this study. 

2.5.2 Changes of assessment  

As the current recent project focuses on FA, it is important to consider recent changes 

and developments made to assessment practices in Saudi Arabia. Saudi educational 

assessment has been through many changes. Most notably, there have been more liberal 

and flexible rules implemented about passing requirements, and there has also been a 

growing emphasis on continuous assessment. 

 The Saudi educational assessment system has always been about conducting 

monthly exams and final exams. In the past, the scores from both terms for each subject 

were added to determine whether a pupil should pass to the next grade or repeat the 

same grade. In order to pass, the total score of the subject from both terms must reach 

the minimum requirement (Addamegh, 2003: 15-16). During this time, if any pupil 

failed to obtain the required mark for passing, he/she can retake the test again at the end 

of the summer holiday (Alshumrani, 2008: 511). If he/she fails to achieve the required 

mark, he/she has to repeat the whole year, doing all subjects again, including the 

subjects he/she has already passed (Alshumrani, 2008: 511). This was applied for all 

pupils from year 1 to year 12 (ages: 6-17). In 1999, an essential alteration took place, 

and students from year 4 until year 9 (ages: 9-14) could pass the tests if they achieved at 

least two-thirds of the minimum passing marks in just two subjects (excluding religion 

and Arabic subjects) (Alshumrani, 2008: 511). If a pupil in year 7, 8, 9 and 10 could not 

pass more than two subjects, he/she will have the chance to choose from any two 

subjects, from which they failed, in order to retest in them (Alshumrani, 2008: 511).  

 In addition to rules about passing, assessment in primary schools has also 

changed to continuous assessment, which is applied throughout the year rather than 

implemented by year-end written summative tests (Alshumrani, 2008: 510). Continuous 

assessment has been implemented for year 1 to year 6. This continuous assessment 

system in Saudi primary schools has been gradually developed and applied since 1998 
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(Alshumrani, 2003: 18; 2008: 511). The aim behind implementing continuous 

assessment was: 

 

¶ Relating assessment to classroom teaching. 

¶ Providing the opportunity to implement authentic assessment. 

¶ Using criterion-referenced assessment.  

¶ To include pupils and parents in the assessment process (Alshumrani, 2003: 18; 

2008: 511). 

 

Continuous assessment seems to be an attempt to implement FA, but perhaps due to the 

lack of teacher training regarding FA, continuous assessment has been applied in a 

summative way. That is, the focus is still on marking and passing: pupils, from year 1 

until year 12, still face the risk of failing if they do not obtain the required marks for 

passing at the end of the year. As Alsuhumrani (2008: 511) explained, in primary 

schools if any pupil has failed to achieve the required level to pass, it is the School 

Consular Committeeôs duty to decide whether to upgrade him/her to the next year or 

leave him/her to repeat the same year again (Alshumrani, 2008: 511).  

 Even though there have been recent developments, the assessment methods in 

Saudi Arabia still focus on marks and passing rather than fostering learning and 

nurturing individuals. This supports Addameghôs (2003: 22) argument about assessment 

in Saudi education. They depend on memorising rather than cognitive communication 

skills (Darandari & Murphy, 2013: 61-63). Hence, although Saudi teachers, like many 

other teachers around the world, are concerned about their pupilsô learning, FA as an 

approach to enhance learning is hardly known.  

2.6 Challenges within the Saudi education system 

There are practical factors within Saudi classrooms, such as classroom layout and mixed 

abilities classes, which may inhibit the implementation of FA.   

2.6.1 Classroom layout 

Because the current study was conducted in Saudi public schools, it is important to 

provide an overview about the physical arrangement of classrooms in Saudi public 

schools, and discuss how the seating arrangement might affect the implementation of 

FA.  Classes, especially in public schools, are designed in the traditional way: students 

sit in rows and each has his/her desk with a white board and markers hung at the front 
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of the classroom. This traditional classroom layout might affect the implementation of 

FA negatively. As Bell and Cowie (2001: 22) argued, the use of FA is affected by the 

classroom layout. Moreover, Rosenfield, Lambert and Black (1985) argued that 

 

desk arrangement influences participation, thinking, and 

appropriate comments, which in turn can have a positive effect 

on learning (p. 107). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aside from traditional classrooms, and important for this study, almost every school has 

a room called the source room. This room is usually spacious and it has a smart board, 

more teaching aids, and pupils are seated in circles rather than in rows. This is important 

because, as Shulman (2004: 267) pointed, teaching and learning are often dependent 

upon resources and spaces. Different teachers at the school can use the source room, 

and it is often utilised as a way to help pupils to interact more frequently and easily. In 

the source room, teachers can use smart boards and easily arrange their pupils in groups. 

The change in environment might also have a positive effect on the pupilsô attitudes, as 

they are encouraged to become active learners who are more engaged with the lesson. 

On the other hand, due to the fact that this source room is shared by all staff in the 

school, teachers might not have the chance to make use of this usually well-equipped 

room to introduce their lessons all the time. These challenges might effect the 

implementation of FA in Saudi schools. Alkatabi et al. (2005: 28) argued that educators 

in Saudi Arabia need to pay more attention to the classroom environment because it 

plays a significant role in raising pupilsô achievement.  

Figure 2- 2: Traditional classroom in Saudi public schools 
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Figure 2- 3: Source room in Saudi public schools 

 

2.6.2 Classes with mixed abilities  

Although mixed abilities classrooms are not recognised as a problem by Saudi 

educational authorities, they are both a fact of the current Saudi educational system and 

a perceived challenge by the Saudi student teachers in the current study. Hence, it is 

important to consider mixed abilities classrooms in Saudi Arabia, as such classroom 

settings might hinder the use of FA, especially as class time is relatively short in Saudi 

Arabia (45-40 minutes), the number of pupils in one class is sometimes very high, and 

there is no concept of a teacher assistant. Moreover, implementing FA in mixed abilities 

classrooms might not be an easy task, especially for student teachers.  

 Classrooms in Saudi schools are often mixed ability classes (Addamegh, 2003: 

15); that is, talented pupils and lower than average pupils are located in the same 

classrooms. Dukmakôs (2009) research study on ability grouping in middle and primary 

schools in the United Arab Emirates found that óstudents in the same-ability groups 

interacted more than those in the mixed-ability groupsô (p. 1). This suggests that placing 

pupils in mixed abilities groups hinders interaction. Although mixed abilities 

classrooms have been only recently recognised as an issue by some researchers in 

Arabian countries, numerous researchers in other countries have also suggested that this 

might be problematic. Wiliam (2009) stated that:  
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When the level of competence is high, and the level of 

challenge is low you get boredom, and when the level of 

competence is low, and the level of challenge is high, you get 

alienation. (p. 6) 

 

Wiliamôs explanation of classrooms with high and low achievers might provide a 

description of what is going on in the Saudi classrooms: low achievers are left behind, 

whereas high achievers are not encouraged and challenged to reach their full potential. 

Research studies, however, have varied in their results regarding the benefits of setting 

pupils according to their ability. Boaler, Wiliam and Brown (2000) argued that placing 

pupils in different classes according to their ability has negative effects on the pupilsô 

achievement. Boaler, Wiliam and Brown (2000) suggested that set classes also have 

negative impacts on student performance. Boaler, Wiliam and Brown (2000) reported 

that teachers had low expectations of low attainers, and these pupils were often denied 

the opportunity to learn; moreover, these low attainers might feel themselves less able 

than their colleagues, who are located in higher levels, even though this might not 

necessarily be true. On the other hand, Kulik and Kulik (1992) suggested that setting 

pupils in different groups according to their ability is beneficial for pupils, and pupils in 

the lower sets are not affected in a negative way, either emotionally or academically. 

 Kyriacou (1997: 60) provided a concise argument both for and against mixed 

ability classes. Kyriacou (1997: 60) suggested that placing pupils from different abilities 

in different groups might have a negative impact on the lower groupôs pupils.  Kyriacou 

(1997: 60) further pointed out that setting low attainers in a lower group might ingrain a 

negative label on low achievers, and as a result leave them with a passive attitude 

towards learning, making them difficult to teach. Kyriacou (1997: 57) emphasised that 

low attainers and less able pupils are not the same. This is because the low attainers 

group might contain some able pupils (Kyriacou, 1997: 57). There are a variety of 

reasons why pupils might be working at a lower level: low motivation, lack of parental 

help and support, and a curriculum, which is not suitable (Kyriacou, 1997: 57). 

Kyriacou (1997: 59) added that a lack of the basic skills in reading and writing could be 

the main reason behind low achievement, not only in reading and writing, but in other 

subjects as well. For example, pupils might not provide adequate responses to written 

assessments in geography or history because of their weakness in writing. Thus, the 

pupilsô performance might be improved in most subjects if more attention was paid to 

enhancing their basic skills in reading and writing. Kyriacouôs suggestion is very 

important because low attainers are not necessarily less able, and this is a fact. Setting 
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the low attainers in one group will provide the opportunity for educators and teachers to 

focus on the group, analyse the problems that they face, and possibly divide them into 

more specific groups in order to be able to help them to overcome their issues and 

provide them with appropriate support. 

 Kyriacou (1997: 60) argued that it is very difficult for teachers to work 

successfully in mixed abilities classes because teachers need to be highly proficient in 

working with different abilities at the same time. Most teachers in Saudi Arabia are not 

trained to deal with different abilities in classrooms. This might not only be the case for 

Saudi teachers; teachers from other countries around the world face similar problems. In 

the UK, the head of Ofsted, Sir Michael Wilshaw, stated that:  

 

 

If they want mixed-ability, then they have got to make sure 

thereôs differentiated teaching. And we will be very critical 

when we inspect schools, particularly in the secondary sector, 

if we see mixed-ability without mixed-ability teaching. (Paton, 

20 September, 2012) 

 

Sir Michael Wilshaw supported the idea of classifying pupils in different groups 

according to their ability, calling mixed ability classes óa curseô to high attainers (Paton, 

2012). The serious issue in mixed abilities classrooms is that teachers might focus on 

only one or two of the three ability levels (the high attainers, average attainers and low 

attainers) (Kyriacou, 1997: 60).  

 Moreover, Kyriacou (1997) pointed out that mixed abilities classrooms are not 

suitable in subjects, such as mathematics and languages, because comprehension in 

these subjects is óovertly hierarchical and cumulativeô (p. 60). Observing language 

classes in Saudi Arabia, Zohairy (2014) found that óstudents make more sentences when 

they are paired in same-level pairs [é] they produce less number of sentences when 

they are paired with a higher or a lower-level studentô (p. 59). This finding supports 

Kyriacouôs (1997) argument that mixed abilities classrooms might not be appropriate 

for certain subjects, such as language studies. This is significant, for the current research 

project, which focuses on English taught as a foreign language (EFL) in Saudi schools. 

Therefore, making ability grouping an available policy in Saudi schools, which can be 

used when needed rather than forcing every school in the country to operate by a fixed 

standard, might be a helpful means to enhance learning. 
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2.6.3 Syllabus, textbooks and assessment influence on learning  

The present research study focuses on the implementation of FA in Saudi schools. 

Although there has been a recent shift towards a constructivist approach to learning, 

there are still many issues in the Saudi educational system which seem to hinder 

learning, such as the focus on textbooks and summative assessment rather than problem 

solving, classroom discussions and feedback, which are all significant aspects of FA.  

 Textbooks are designed and published by the MOE. Textbooks are offered free 

to all pupils every year. Teachers and pupils are asked to follow the information 

provided to them in these textbooks. There are numerous issues, which might be 

essential to point out here. First of all, little or no attention is paid to the differences 

between pupilsô needs and abilities. This means that all pupils in the same year are 

provided with the same textbook and have to go through the same tests, which are based 

on the contents of the prescribed textbook. Second, most of the curriculums and 

assessments are based on memorisation rather than discussion and analysis. Although 

these latter two have been recently integrated into the new textbooks, these parts are 

usually neglected by teachers. The lack of an opportunity to question, think and discuss 

might have a negative impact on pupilsô abilities to think critically and be independent 

learners. Third, because assessments are based on textbooks, this may encourage pupils 

to be passive learners, who quickly accept information, write it down for the test, and 

then move on.  

 In addition to the problems associated with textbooks, assessment in the Saudi 

educational system, from year one in primary school until the final year at university, is 

based on marks. This influence of marks, as many researchers have suggested (see, for 

example, Black and Wiliam, 1998b; Irons, 2008: 14), might hinder learning. That is, the 

emphasis on scores may impede pupils, parents and teachers from focusing on the 

learning process. These criticisms of summative assessment will be discussed in more 

detail in the literature review. Marks are a large part of Saudi classroom culture. 

Because of this, pupils might not take education seriously if there are no marks. For 

example, misbehaving might occur more frequently amongst pupils when there is an 

absence of marks. Although summative assessment is important for certification, the 

dominance of this type of assessment seems to have had a negative impact on pupilsô 

learning.   

 Because the present research study is interested in a group of Saudi student 

teachersô perceptions of FA, it is crucial to understand the emphasis on marks and fixed 

curriculums in Saudi Arabia. Rather than marks, FA focuses on feedback, which often 
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reflects where pupils are and what they might achieve, instead of ranking their 

performance. Moreover, the use of textbooks, which do not take different abilities and 

levels into account, might also be problematic when implementing FA, as such 

textbooks might not allow teachers to design their own programmes in response to 

where their pupils might be in their learning.  

2.7 Teacher training in Saudi Arabia  

This study is concerned with Saudi student teachersô perceptions, and hence it is 

important to discuss teacher training in Saudi Arabia. The following section will first 

provide the background of teacher training in Saudi Arabia; second, issues surrounding 

teacher-training programmes in Saudi Arabia, including assessment and practical 

training, will be discussed; finally, specific background information regarding the 

department in which the study was conducted will be provided.   

 Teacher-training programmes in Saudi Arabia began in the early 1950s 

(Alghanem, 2005: 12). Although there were sixty-two teacher preparation 

establishments (Alghanem, 2005: 12) by 1975, all of these programmes were two-year 

courses after secondary school until 1987. Most of the preparation programmes are now 

integrated into undergraduate studies, which take at least four years (Alhamid, Ziyada, 

Al Otaibi & Mutwalli, 2005: 250). Today, teacher qualification in Saudi Arabia is 

mainly divided into three routes. Two routes are integrated within undergraduate studies 

and take around four years: the first type is obtaining a bachelorôs degree, which 

qualifies the student to teach in primary schools (Baghdadi, 2014); the second type is 

obtaining a bachelor degree, which prepares the candidates from different specialities to 

teach in intermediate and secondary schools (Alhamid et al., 2005: 251, Al-Aqul, 2009: 

45-46). The third type is a one- to two-year diploma, which can be applied for by 

candidates who have already obtained an undergraduate degree, but did not receive any 

pedagogical training (Alhamid et al., 2005: 251, Al-Aqul, 2009: 45-46). This diploma 

course provides pedagogical preparation rather than content preparation, which the 

candidates should have received during their undergraduate course (Alhamid et al., 

2005: 250). These three routes are provided by teacher colleges, education colleges at 

the universities, and girlsô education colleges (Al-Aqul, 2009: 45-46). All of these 

programmes offer a wide curriculum in educational theory and methods, and they 

require students to get in-depth knowledge about certain subjects, such as mathematics, 

chemistry, English, Arabic and history and then combine these with courses in 

education (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission, 2006: 11). Although a four-year training 
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programme is standard in many countries around the world (see (OECD 2005b: 107), 

there are many countries, such as France, Norway and Italy, which require five, six and 

even seven years of training. However increasing the number of years of teacher-

training programmes does not necessarily improve the quality. As Alsharqiôs (2004: 1) 

study on science teacher-training programmes in Saudi Arabia found, there are still 

faults in both the pedagogical and content training for student teachers in all subjects. 

Hence, Alsharqi (2004: 1) and Alkatabi et al. (2005) both recommend more emphasis 

on quality and the continuous evaluation of teacher-training programmes in order ensure 

and raise the standard of these programmes. Moreover, there is a need for more research 

on teacher-training programmes. As Alkatabi et al. (2005: 18) pointed out, there are no 

in-depth research studies regarding either the theoretical content or the practical training 

of teacher preparation programmes in Saudi Arabia.  

  There are other issues surrounding teacher training in Saudi Arabia. Teacher 

preparation programmes in Saudi Arabia focus on theory, while little attention is paid to 

practice. This type of teacher training has been described as the traditional approach 

(Korthagen & Kessels, 1999: 4).  Korthagen and Kessels (1999: 5) have pointed out that 

this approach has continued to be applied in many places around the world, despite the 

fact that many research studies have demonstrated that paying less attention to student 

teachersô practices might have a negative impact when they begin their teaching career. 

Alkatabi et al. (2005: 21) argued that one of the main problems of teacher education 

programmes in Saudi Arabia is that most of them concentrate on theory rather than 

practice. This means that teacher-training programmes in Saudi Arabia tend to focus on 

providing student teachers with most of the information that they need pedagogically 

and academically rather than focusing on helping them to practise what they have 

learned.  

 Alkatabi et al. (2005: 26) also argued that there is a gap between theory and 

practice, which means that what the student teachers learned during their teacher 

preparation programmes is not always what they are asked to apply during their school 

placements. Alkatabi et al. (2005: 41) suggested that a balance is needed in order to 

provide better opportunities for student teachers to implement what they have learned. 

Alkatabi et al. (2005: 37) importantly emphasised the necessity of using a reflective 

process, which will be discussed in detail in the following chapter (see sec. 3.18.2), and 

feedback, which will be discussed in detail in the methodology chapter (see sec. 4.4), as 

these are crucial in helping to develop the student teachersô practices.  
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 Recently, many educators in Saudi Arabia have also signaled that this focus on 

theory comes at the expense of practice. Alminyawi (2010) conducted a research study 

in Saudi Arabia to obtain teachersô perceptions regarding the preparation of student 

teachers and first-year teachers. The findings from Alminyawiôs (2010: 25) study 

showed that most teachers perceived that first-year teachers at secondary level needed 

more practical training. In particular, these teachers thought that first-year teachers 

needed to be trained from six months to a whole school year, and this training should 

include assessment and classroom management. The findings also showed that all of the 

teachers in Alminyawiôs (2010: 42) study perceived that the teacher-training 

programmes did not provide the first-year teachers with up-to-date knowledge regarding 

assessment. Furthermore, the findings from Alminyawiôs (2010: 43-44) study showed 

that all of the teachers thought that the teacher trainers lacked a basic knowledge of 

assessment. Based on these findings, Alminyawi (2010: 43-44) urged educators to pay 

more attention to the preparation of student teachers, and in particular the training 

surrounding assessment.   

 All of these findings indicate that teacher education programmes might need to 

consider providing more time for practical training and relate theory to practice in order 

to help new teachers to practise what they have learned. These findings also suggest that 

assessment is currently not part of the teacher-training programmes in Saudi Arabia, and 

because of this, more focus on assessment is needed. However, the preparation of 

student teachers in relation to assessment is not only a problem in Saudi Arabia. 

Researchers in western countries have also indicated this as an issue (see, for example, 

Greenberg & Walsh, 2012: 18; and Stiggins, 2002: 762), and this will be discussed in 

more detail in the literature review.     

2.7.1 Specific information about the context where the study was conducted 

The programme in which the researcher conducted her study was integrated within 

undergraduate studies. The candidates involved in this research study were preparing to 

teach in intermediate and secondary schools. The research study was conducted with 

third-year student teachers from the English Language Department in a university. This 

university was chosen because of its place in the capital city and because it is one of the 

biggest and leading universities in the country. The department was chosen because of 

the student teachersô ability to read, understand, and research materials on FA, most of 

which are published in English. As mentioned in the introduction, there is very little 

information published on FA in Arabic.  
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 There were also other benefits of conducting this study within the chosen 

university and department. Because the researcher herself had graduated from the same 

university and the same department, this was helpful because the researcher was more 

aware about how teacher preparation, school placement and supervisions worked within 

university. Additionally, observing this group of student teachers from the English 

Language Department was beneficial to the study because the researcher was very 

familiar with the curriculum that the student teachers would be teaching during their 

training time. The researcher had previously taught English as a foreign language based 

on this curriculum for about ten years. It can be argued that this closeness and history 

with the department might have affected the researcherôs critical distance. The time gap 

between the researcherôs time at the university and the present research project, 

however, helped to ensure that this was not the case. The researcher no longer knew any 

members of the department. Moreover, the project was conducted in a way in which the 

researcher took care to ensure that the participants did not associate her with authority 

within the university and the department. This will be discussed more in the 

methodology chapter. 

 It is worthwhile here to note that English as a foreign language is not an optional 

or tangential subject in Saudi education, but an extremely important and central one. 

English as a foreign language is taught in schools from year four, in primary school, 

until graduation from secondary school. Some courses at the universities, especially 

scientific ones, such as medicine and mathematics, are taught in English, and almost all 

university courses have English as a foreign language (EFL) in their programmes.  

 The English Language course, like most undergraduate courses in Saudi Arabia, 

is a four-year course. Students attend lectures about English language and literature in 

all of the four years. School training and pedagogical education take place only in the 

last two years of the course: year 3 and year 4.  School placement takes place in one 

term in both year 3 and year 4. Data was collected while these students were still in year 

3. Because the participants in this study were in year 3, it might be beneficial to explain 

more about the context of school training in year 3.  

 Year 3 is divided into two terms and school training takes place in the 2nd term. 

The student teachers are divided into groups: each group consists of 3ï6 girls. These 

groups of girls usually go to different schools during their school training period. 

School training is divided into two stages. The first stage is usually from the end of 

February until the end of March. All of the year 3 student teachers go once a week, 

every Sunday, to schools for five weeks to teach one lesson. The second stage consists 
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of two full weeks, starting from the beginning of April, in which students teach one 

lesson everyday for two weeks.  

 During this programme, student teachers are taught about teaching methods, 

assessment, evaluation and measurement. However, the nature of these programmes, 

which are broadly lecture based, emphasise the theoretical underpinning rather than 

practical application, as discussed previously. Moreover, assessment training focuses on 

summative assessment, such as exam writing, rather than other types of assessment 

(Alkatabi et al., 2005: 21). Formative assessment is only briefly introduced to them in 

name, and they are not asked to implement it during their school placements. Hence, the 

researcherôs role in this study was to introduce formative assessment to the participating 

student teachers in detail and reinforce the use of FA during their school placements. 

This helped the student teachers to be consciously aware of the use of FA, and it 

enabled them to implement it more frequently during lessons.  

2.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the context and structure of the educational system in Saudi 

Arabia. It showed that the educational system in Saudi Arabia, and in particular the 

system of assessment, has been through many changes and developments. In order to 

encourage student learning, the constructivist theory, which emphasises problem 

solving and discussion, has become more dominate in curriculums, which are now 

seeking to substitute memorising and copying methods with critical thinking and 

analysis. In other efforts to enhance learning and reduce anxiety, summative assessment 

in primary schools has been replaced with continuous assessment, and the requirements 

for passing tests across all levels has become more flexible.  

 Despite the fact that many educators have emphasised the importance of FA as 

an effective way to promote learning (e.g. Black and Wiliam 2006; Harlen 2006; 

Hertiage, 2010; Stiggins, 2007), all of these recent efforts to enhance Saudi pupilsô 

learning have somehow managed to overlook FA. Besides FA, a consideration of other 

factors, which might affect student learning, have also been neglected: mixed abilities 

classrooms, as well as classroom layout, seem to be factors that might hinder the 

process of learning and the implementation of FA within the Saudi educational system. 

 The next chapter will discuss the theoretical foundation of this study. It will  

provide an in-depth review of formative assessment and student teachersô perceptions of 

FA, as well as teacher-training programmes. 
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Chapter Three 

Literature r eview 
 

3.1 Introduction  

This study aims to explore a group of Saudi student teachersô perceptions in relation to 

FA by obtaining their views before, during and after their implementation of FA. This 

chapter provides the studyôs theoretical underpinning by reviewing the relevant 

literature surrounding three of the studyôs main areas: FA, teachersô and student 

teachersô perceptions of FA, and teacher training.  

 The researcherôs review of the literature began by searching for studies about 

assessment as a whole. Research on FA attracted the researcher; in particular, FAôs 

emphasis on raising achievement, discussion, and its focus on a student-centred 

environment, which promotes the development of independent learners. In Saudi 

Arabia, the educational system is teacher centred and driven by marks. As a 

professional teacher with ten yearsô teaching experience in Saudi Arabia, the 

importance of nurturing pupils who are critical of both others and themselves was an 

interesting approach to the researcher. In addition to this, the idea of substituting marks 

with feedback comments, which show the strengths, weaknesses and ways to improve, 

seemed to offer a useful approach which might be of interest in Saudi schools, 

especially as the Saudi educational system has recently turned its attention toward 

student-centred learning.  

 As the researcher investigated the literature, certain gaps appeared. First, the 

researcher found that there were very few studies about FA in the Arabian region, and 

no studies about student teachersô perceptions of FA in the Arabian region. This is 

significant because teachersô perceptions are crucial components which allow us to 

better understand FA and its relation to teaching and learning. As many researchers 

have argued, teachersô perceptions about assessment are essential to understand because 

their perceptions of assessment affect their classroom decisions and teaching 
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approaches (Brown 2004: 303; Chan, 2004: 1; Chan & Elliott, 2004: 817; James & 

Pedder, 2006a: 112; Nespor, 1987: 317; Winterbottom, Brindley, Taber, Fisher, Finney 

& Riga, 2008). Moreover, other research studies (Pilcher, 2001: 3; Shepard, 2000a; 

Shepard, 2000b) have also concluded that teachersô previous classroom experiences 

either assisted or hindered their ability to change their classroom assessment practices. 

Hence, James and Pedder (2006b: 28) argued that it is essential to obtain teachersô 

perceptions if we are serious about developing a better understanding of classroom 

assessment practices and if we want to bring about any useful development in 

assessment activities. The importance of teachersô perceptions, and the limited number 

of studies concerned with student teachersô perceptions regarding FA, and no studies 

about student teachersô perceptions of FA in the Arabian region, led to the overarching 

research question ð what are Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA? ð and the 

development of the first research sub-question:  óWhat do the student teachers think is 

meant by assessment as a whole and by formative assessment more specifically?ô 

 Although many researchers (see, for example, Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; 

OECD, 2005a: 69; Sliwka, Fushell, Gauthier & Johnson 2005: 114) agree that FA helps 

pupils to make progress, these are western studies, and the second research question 

considers what Saudi student teachers perceive about this widely held belief: óDo the 

student teachers think that formative assessment can help school students to make 

progress?ô 

 The literature also points to the difficulty of integrating the theory of FA into 

classroom teaching practices. Dylan Wiliamôs research (2007), in particular, suggested 

that the way to successfully integrate FA into classroom practices is to focus on teacher 

quality; that is, to improve existing teachers through professional development. Wiliam 

(2007) admitted that this is only a óshort to medium termô (p. 187) solution. A long-term 

solution might perhaps be found in focusing on student teachers and developing 

teacher-training programmes, which would enable student teachers to understand and 

master assessment practices. Hence, the third and fourth research questions focus 

particularly on the student teachersô perceptions of their teacher-training programme 

and what they perceive that programme provided in relation to FA: óWhat do the 

student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in connection with 

formative assessment?ô and óDo the student teachers think that their training programme 

is coherent and useful in helping them to develop their professional practice of 

formative assessment?ô  
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 As will be discussed below, the research literature recognises that there are 

many challenges surrounding the practice of FA. Therefore, the fifth research question 

focuses on what the student teachers perceived as problematic when they implemented 

FA during their school placements: óWhat are the challenges that the student teachers 

faced when applying formative assessment?ô Finally, based on the student teachersô 

experience of implementing FA, the sixth research question seeks to understand how the 

participants of the present research study perceived this new approach: óDo the student 

teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and why?ô 

 These research questions are important because they allowed the researcher to 

explore not only the student teachersô perceptions of assessment and FA, but more 

importantly, these perceptions, as suggested above, might be useful in helping to 

develop better teacher-training programmes, where assessment theories are successfully 

integrated into practice.  

3.1.1 Overview of the chapter 

In what follows below, this chapter will first define the key terms formative assessment 

and assessment for learning. In order to more precisely define FA, summative 

assessment is then described and tensions between FA and summative assessment are 

discussed. From there, the history and development of understandings of FA, as well as 

the nature of FA and the elements of FA (that is, integrating FA into teaching and 

learning; sharing and the learning outcomes and success criteria; questioning; feedback; 

peer-assessment and self-assessment; and day-by-day and minute-by minute use of FA) 

are all discussed. The chapter then moves on to examine FA and theories of learning, 

FA in foreign/second language classrooms, and the advantages of FA. The complexity 

and difficulty of practising FA, and critiques of FA, are also considered.  

 Given that the current research study is interested in the perceptions of student 

teachers in regards to FA, research studies which have considered student teachersô 

perceptions of FA are discussed, whilst the researcher identifies gaps and tensions 

within these previous research studies. The researcher also explores different models 

which discuss the linkage between theory and practice. Finally, the chapter ends with a 

discussion of teacher education programmes and, in particular, how they conduct their 

training of assessment and FA. These programmes are important background, as the 

present studyôs research questions are interested in both student teachers and their 

teacher-training programmes.  
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3.1.2 The researcherôs approach to the literature 

Vygotskyôs 1978 publication, which is routinely cited by researchers (see, for example, 

Bennett, 2011: 9), seems to be one of the earliest and most important publications about 

how FA is an interaction between the teacher and the learner, which is based upon a 

constructivist theory of learning. Like many other researchers of FA who have relied 

upon Vygotskyôs 1978 study (for example, Sach, 2012: 262; Torrance & Pryor, 1998: 

15), the researcher also relied, to a certain degree, upon Vygotskyôs (1978) work. 

Because of this, the researcherôs review of the literature began with work published 

post-1978. There were, however, some exceptions to this: Bloom, Hastings and 

Madausôs 1971 publication, which importantly contained some of the earliest 

definitions of summative and formative evaluation, and Roweôs 1974 study on the 

importance and value of ówait timeô.    

 The researcher searched a variety of databases: Educational Resources 

Information Center (ERIC), ProQuest Education Complete, and the internet search 

engine Google and Google scholar.  The researcher used the following research terms: 

assessment, formative assessment, assessment for learning, teachers, student teachers, 

teacher training, teacher preparation, teacher education and perceptions. The ósnowballô 

approach, that is, using the reference lists from relevant publications, was also an 

approach used by the researcher.   

 Certain research studies were more influential for the current research project. 

As described by Bennett (2011), Black and Wiliam importantly gave ósubstantive 

definition and concrete direction to formative assessmentô (p. 10). Hence, like many 

studies on FA, this research study was influenced by the landmark work of Black and 

Wiliam (1998a; 1998b), which made a vital case for the effectiveness of FA, whilst also 

providing the five elements of FA: sharing the learning outcomes, questioning, 

feedback, peer-assessment and self-assessment. Not only does this research study rely 

upon what they define as the five elements of FA, but Black and Wiliam are influential 

in that their work is fundamentally interested in how FA is put into practice. Unlike 

Black and Wiliam, however, this study is not interested in the effectiveness of FA, but 

in student teachersô perceptions of FA. 

3.2 The term formative assessment  

A handful of research studies helped to define the term FA, as it was used in this study. 

In this research study, the term formative assessment was partially based on the 

definition provided by Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall and Wiliam (2003: 2): a practice 
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in which evidence and feedback from assessment activities óis used to adapt the 

teaching work to meet learning needsô (p. 2). According to Black et al. (2003: 2), FA 

involves many different methods and can be used many times over a lesson. The 

researcher also partially relied upon Vygotskyôs (1978) study, which described this type 

of assessment as one which, based on a constructivist theory of learning, relies on the 

interactions between teacher and learner. As in Sachôs (2012) study, FA óis depicted as 

an informal and continuous process, embedded in teaching and learning and conducted 

by teachers as an integral part of their everyday classroom workô (p. 262). In addition to 

this, the researcher employed the five elements of FA as defined by Black et al. (2003) 

to help better define FA: sharing the learning outcomes, questioning, feedback, peer- 

and self-assessment.  

3.3 Complexity of definition 

Although there are many definitions of FA, there is no clear agreement about the 

meaning of the term (Black & Wiliam, 2009: 5; Wiliam 2011b). As a whole, definitions 

of FA seem to distinguish between those which consider FA as a process, and those 

which consider FA as an instrument (Bennett, 2011: 6; Wiliam 2011a: 38). Cowie and 

Bell (1999) suggested that FA is óthe process used by teachers and students to recognize 

and respond to studentsô learning, during the learningô (p.101). Similarly, Shepard et al. 

(2005) defined FA as óassessment carried out during the instructional process for the 

purpose of improving teaching or learningô (p. 275). On the other hand, Kahl (2005) 

suggested that FA is  

 

a tool that teachers use to measure student grasp of specific 

topics and skills they are currently teaching. Itôs a ñmidstreamò 

tool to identify specific studentsô misconceptions and mistakes 

while the material is being taught. (p. 11)  

 

While some researchers have considered FA as either a process or an instrument, 

Bennett (2011: 7) argued that FA is more than just an instrument or a process. He 

suggested that FA is a complex mixture of both, as a good process needs good 

instrumentation.  

 In the UK, the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) ð an organisation which 

works to ensure that assessment policy and practices consider relevant research 

evidence ð indicated (1999) that óthe term ñformativeò itself is open to a variety of 

interpretations and often means no more than [é] assessment [which] is carried out 
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frequently and is planned at the same time as teachingô (p. 7). The ARG suggested 

replacing the term ñformative assessmentò with ñassessment for learningò (AFL) 

(Wiliam, 2011a: 39). The ARG (2002) defined AFL 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. (p. 2) 

 

Because the ARG (1999) argued that FA is both ambiguous and that it does not 

adequately contain all of the characteristics which promote learning, they importantly 

supplied seven characteristics of assessment that promote learning and are found in 

AFL:  

¶ it is embedded in a view of teaching and learning of 

which it is an essential part; 

¶ it involves sharing learning goals with pupils; 

¶ it aims to help pupils to know and to recognise the 

standards they are aiming for; 

¶ it involves pupils in self-assessment; 

¶ it provides feedback which leads to pupils recognising 

their next steps and how to take them; 

¶ it is underpinned by confidence that every student can 

improve; 

¶ it involves both teacher and pupils reviewing and 

reflecting on assessment data. (ARG, 1999, p. 7) 

  

It is important to note that these characteristics of AFL are elements which have been 

considered to be strong practices of FA by many authors (such as Bennett 2011: 8; 

Gadsby 2012: 2; Gardner, 2006: 3; Wiliam 2010: 22). Moreover, replacing a term, such 

as AFL, with another term, such as FA, might actually lead to further confusion 

amongst researchers and teachers about the meaning of the terms which are being used. 

Bennett (2011:7) argued that substituting a phrase with another phrase does not help in 

solving the definition issue. Instead, Bennett (2009) suggested that a óstronger definition 

[which] would arguably include a conceptual framework, a theory of action, and one or 

more instantiationsô (p. 8), should be our focus, and not the particular name of the term. 

While Bennettôs (2009) comments are useful, all of this seems to suggest that the debate 

surrounding the use of these terms has obscured the fact that FA and AFL both describe 

a similar process. This may also explain why many authors have used the terms 
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interchangeably. Despite this, and perhaps because of this, there is still confusion over 

the exact meaning of FA, and this may have led to some confusion in its practice. 

3.3.1 Formative assessment and assessment for learning 

Black et al. (2003: 2) and Stiggins (2002: 761) argued that assessment for learning 

(AFL) and FA are not the same. Black et al. (2003) suggested that AFL is any type of 

assessment that is used to promote studentsô learning and it óbecomes formative when 

the evidence is used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needsô (p. 2).  

According to Wiliam (2009)  

 

the term óassessment for learningô speaks about the purpose of the 

assessment, while the term óformative assessmentô speaks about 

the function it actually serves. (p. 8) 

 

Other researchers, such as Stiggins (2002), argued that AFL is more than conducting 

assessment in order to re-adjust teaching, but AFL ómust involve students in the 

processô (p. 761). Many other authors (see, for example, Bennett, 2011: 5; Hargreaves, 

2005: 213; James & Pedder, 2006a: 109) have used these terms interchangeably. 

According to Bennett, because they refer to the same ideas and practices, either term 

can substitute the other. Following on from Bennett, in this study, FA will be the term 

that is mainly used; however when AFL is used, it will refer to the term FA. 

3.3.2. Assessment vs. evaluation  

Allal and Lopez (2005) have argued that the term ñassessmentò has óprogressively 

replaced ñevaluationò when the object is student learning in the classroomô (p. 241). 

The term ñassessmentò, however, has not been used as a substitute for ñevaluationò by 

all authors. In order to reduce confusion about the uses of these two terms, James (2013: 

3) has distinguished between the different uses of ñevaluationò and ñassessmentò in the 

UK and the US.  James (2013) suggests that: 

 

 

In the UK the term óassessmentô is widely used for all these 

activities that involve eliciting evidence of student learning and 

drawing inferences as a basis for decisions. In the US, these 

processes are often referred to as ómeasurementô (for the 

collection of evidence) and óstudent evaluationô (for drawing of 

inferences and making judgements). (p. 3)  
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James (2013: 3) explains that in the UK and many other places around the world, the 

term óevaluationô is usually used for the purposes of obtaining evidence in order to 

judge certain programmes and establishments, rather than judging the pupilsô 

performance. Taras (2005) described the UKôs use of óassessmentô as referring óto 

judgments of studentsô workô, while in the US this process would be called óevaluationô 

(p. 466-467). These distinctions are important to understand articles and books written 

by different authors, especially American and British ones, about assessment. This 

study uses the UK understanding of the term óassessmentô. 

3.4 Development of assessment  

In order to better under FA, it is crucial to consider how ideas of assessment have 

developed. According to Serafini (2000: 385), there are three main paradigms of 

assessment: assessment as measurement, assessment as procedure, and assessment as 

inquiry. The first paradigm, assessment as measurement, basically measures a studentôs 

level. This is generally done through summative assessment and assessment for 

accountability. Many researchers of assessment have suggested that assessment as 

measurement has controlled conditions and focuses on performance (Blanchard, 2009: 

143). Moreover, this type of assessment does not require the learnersô understanding of 

criteria, and it denies their active part in assessment (Blanchard, 2009: 143). In this 

paradigm, Serafini (2000) argued that óobjectivity, standardization, and reliability take 

priority over concerns of teacher and student involvementô (p. 385). Learners typically 

have little or no control over traditional assessment procedures, which often force them 

to be passive. 

 The second paradigm, assessment as procedure, primarily focuses on assessment 

procedures rather than the underlying purposes of assessment. Serafini (2000: 395) 

argued that although this paradigm shares many characteristics with its predecessor, 

assessment as measurement, the main difference is that the procedures in this second 

paradigm involve qualitative data collection methods. For both of these paradigms, 

however, óteachers are still being asked to objectively measure studentsô abilities and 

report information in numerical form to external audiencesô (p. 386). 

 In the early nineties, a new trend appeared, which consciously shifted the role of 

assessment towards promoting learning. For example, Glaser (as cited in Gipps, 1994: 

10) argued that assessment must be used to support learning rather than to merely 

indicate current or past achievement. Similarly, Goldstein (as cited in Gipps, 1994: 11) 

insisted that there was a need to stop considering testing as a static activity, which has 
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no influence on the students. It is here that Serafiniôs (2000) third paradigm, assessment 

as inquiry, seems to appear. In this paradigm, the teacher uses various qualitative and 

quantitative assessment techniques in order to better understand óparticular learners and 

their learning processesô (Serafini, 2000, p. 387). Serafini (2000) described assessment 

as inquiry as óa process of inquiry, and a process of interpretation, used to promote 

reflection concerning studentsô understandings, attitudes, and literate abilitiesô (p. 387). 

Unlike the previous two paradigms, which rely upon external audiences, inquiry 

assessment looks to people involved in the classroom, such as teachers and students. In 

this paradigm, students and teachers are active: 

 

Instead of using tests to measure student abilities and compare 

children, teachers use these classroom-based assessment 

procedures to facilitate learning, direct curricular decisions, and 

communicate more effectively with students and parents. 

(Serafini, 2000, p. 387) 

  

Assessment of inquiry is ongoing, it promotes reflection and self-assessment, and it 

helps to enable teachers to make decisions, which will promote learning experiences in 

the classroom (Serafini, 2000: 387-388). Reaching this final paradigm is not an easy 

process: as Serafini (2000) pointed out, making the shift ófrom assessment as 

measurement to assessment as inquiry takes timeô (p. 392). 

 The features of what Serafini (2000) calls inquiry assessment are those generally 

recognised by other researchers to be the features and practices of formative assessment 

(see, for example, Harlen, 2000: 111; Black et al., 2003: 2; Fautley & Savage, 2008: 

38). Like the inquiry paradigm, FA relies on questioning, feedback, sharing criteria and 

self-assessment; it is an ongoing process, which promotes learning. Both FA and 

assessment of inquiry are based upon constructivist theories of learning, which hold that 

knowledge is constructed by the individual. Both, too, are student centred.  

3.5 Summative assessment  

In order to better define FA and its importance, it might be useful here to consider 

summative assessment. Summative assessment is one of the main purposes of 

assessment. Sadler (1989: 120) and Askham (1997: 103) argued that summative 

assessment is about summing up the pupilsô achievement and it is often negative, as it 

does not have a deep effect on pupilsô learning. Summative assessment is conducted for 

the sake of certification (Sadler, 1989: 120). It is mainly used to provide a grade for a 
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pupil (Askham, 1997: 103; Eren, 2010: 29; Sadler, 1989: 120). Summative assessment, 

which has also been called assessment of learning, is different, in many ways, to FA. 

Summative assessment is used to provide judgements about the level of achievement at 

a particular point (Taras, 2005: 468, Haydn, 2005: 302). Harlen (2006) explained that 

when using summative assessment, assessors use the same criteria for all pupils because 

the aim is to óreport achievement in a way that is comparable across studentsô (p. 106). 

Therefore, summative assessment is a criterion-referenced assessment (Harlen, 2006: 

106). Harlen (2006: 106) argued that pupils do not play an active part in this type of 

assessment and feedback is usually not part of summative assessment. Harlen (2000: 

116) drew a simple and straightforward model of summative assessment to provide a 

clearer picture of its nature: 

  

 

Harlen (2006: 106) argued that despite the differences between FA and summative 

assessment, these variations are not necessarily obvious when it comes to practices. 

This is because data gathered to report achievement could also be used to adjust and 

help learning, and information collected to support learning could also be used to report 

achievement (Harlen, 2006: 106).   

 Many researchers in education, however, have suggested that summative 

assessment is not effective in promoting learning (see Black and Wiliam, 1998b; Irons, 

2008: 14). These researchers have argued that marks have a negative impact on pupils, 

especially low achievers, and therefore pupils need to be provided with feedback and 

Figure 3- 1: Summative assessment (adapted from Harlen, 2000: 116) 
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not marks  (see Butler as cited in Black & Wiliam, 1998b: 12-13). Falchikov (2005: 33-

40) has identified numerous negative aspects related to summative assessment: 

 

¶ Too much focus on tests. 

¶ Problems related with reliability and teachers having a bias. 

¶ It carries negative affect on pupilsô motivation. 

¶ Pupils try to focus on what they think will be in tests and exams. 

¶ It encourages shallow learning rather than deep learning. 

¶ It raises anxiety and stress amongst pupils. 

In addition to this, Pelligrino, Chudowsky and Glaser (2001: 26-28) have discussed 

many of the problems associated with summative assessment: 

¶ It ignores many of the cognitive aspects related to complex knowledge and 

skills.  

¶ It provides little knowledge about the pupilsô understanding and a limited 

amount of information that helps teachers to make appropriate decisions 

regarding their next steps.   

¶ It reports pupilsô achievement, rather than their development, over a period of 

time. 

As Broadfoot (2000: x) pointed out, summative assessment has been widely criticised. 

As an attempt to reduce the negative effects of summative assessment, many educators 

have promoted FA (Taras, 2005: 469).   

3.6 The relationship between summative and formative assessment  

Yorke (2008: 10-11) explained that assessment has three main purposes: learning, 

certification and quality assurance. Harlen (2000: 108) argued that assessment varies 

based on its purpose, and these purposes can be divided into formative, summative and 

evaluation purposes. The most obvious tension between these purposes of assessment 

lies between FA and summative assessment (Hounsell, 2007b). The following sections 

will discuss the relationship between FA and summative assessment. 

3.6.1 Distinguishing formative assessment from summative assessment  

Many researchers have discussed the distinctions between summative assessment and 

FA (James & Pedder, 2006a: 109). Biggs (1998: 107) differentiated between the two by 
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arguing that FA helps to show pupils what to do next, whilst summative assessment 

shows where pupils are in their learning. Biggs (1998) argued that ódifferences between 

the two are not matters of principle so much as of timingô (p. 107). On the other hand, 

Sadler (1989: 120) argued that the essential differences between formative and 

summative assessment are based on purposes and impact, and not on timing. According 

to Sadler (1989: 120), many of the characteristics related to summative assessment are 

not necessarily transferable to FA. Sadler (1989: 120-121) suggested that FA is using 

the data provided to enhance the quality and achievement of the pupilsô assignments. 

That is, if the information obtained from an assessment did not lead to a suitable action 

ð for example, it was used as a summative grade ð then it is not formative (Sadler, 

1989: 121). If the learner uses the judgments to enhance the learning process, then this 

is FA; on the other hand, if the judgment stands alone, this is summative assessment. 

Hence, the learnersô ability to use feedback to improve his/ her learning is a distinctive 

feature between summative and formative assessment (Sadler, 1989: 121). 

 Taras (2008: 173) argued that although Sadler offered a logical theory of FA and 

feedback, his argument did not clearly show the relationship between FA and 

summative assessment. Taras (2005: 466; 2008: 173) insisted that there is a lack of 

clarity about the relationship between FA and summative assessment, and this has led to 

misunderstanding both types of assessments.  

 Harlen (2006: 103-104) argued that distinguishing between FA and summative 

assessment is based on who uses the evidence and how it is used, and this is why the 

terms ñassessment for learningò and ñassessment of learningò are sometimes preferred, 

respectively. Black (1998: 117) argued that many assessments applied by teachers are 

summative, because teachers do not use them to make changes to the learning process. 

Simply applying continuous assessment, however, does not necessarily mean that it is 

FA, because this assessment might lack effective feedback (Black, 1998: 117). Black 

(1998) argued that in order to determine whether a given assessment is formative or 

summative depends on how óthey relate to the pupilsô work and to the way the results 

are interpreted and usedô (p. 117).  

 Harlen and James (1997: 365) argued that there are difficulties in distinguishing 

between summative and formative assessment because they often overlap in terms of 

practice. Harlen (2006: 115) argued that rather than trying to find distinctions between 

FA and summative assessment, it is perhaps better to discuss the different ways of 

practising FA and summative assessment. Harlen (2006: 114) described the relationship 

between FA and summative assessment as it appears in practice in the table listed 



  37 

below. As seen here, formative and summative assessment could merge into one 

another. However, on the purely formative end of the spectrum, pupils are involved in 

the learning process to a greater extent, whereas on the purely summative end, the 

pupilsô role is more likely to be passive. What Harlen referred to as óformalô summative 

assessment only measures the pupilsô achievement at particular times, while formative 

assessment is ongoing. Harlen (2006: 114) explained that óformalô FA is applied with 

the whole class, and the teacherôs purpose is to know where the pupils are in relation to 

the lesson plan or curriculum. In order to do this, teachers usually collect data by 

planning quizzes or certain tasks; the results are then used to make decisions about 

teaching (Harlen, 2006: 114). This process of óformalô FA is similar to óinformalô 

summative assessment (Harlen, 2006: 114). However, the main difference between 

these two is in how data is used: if data is used to adapt teaching, then it is óformalô FA, 

but if there is no feedback, it is óinformalô summative assessment, even if the evidence 

is obtained from the same task or quiz (Harlen, 2006: 114). The important 

distinguishing feature here is feedback, and how the information is used.  

 On the other hand, what Harlen (2006: 114) called óinformalô FA is not prepared 

ahead, as a quiz might be; it starts with a learning task, and its role is to support the 

learning of each student. óInformalô FA is concerned with the cognitive aspects of both 

group and individual learning; feedback is done instantly, and both teachers and pupils 

benefit from it (Harlen, 2006: 114).  

  

Table 3- 1: A possible dimension of assessment purposes and practices (adapted 

from Harlen, 2006: 114) 

Formative  Summative 

 Informal 

formative 

Formal 

formative 

Informal 

summative 

Formal 

summative 

Major focus What are the next steps in 

learning? 

What has been achieved to date? 

Purpose To inform next 

steps in 

learning 

To inform next 

steps in 

teaching  

To monitor 

progress 

against plans 

To record 

achievement of 

individuals 

How is 

evidence 

collected? 

As normal part 

of class work 

Introduced into 

normal class 

work 

Introduced into 

normal class 

work 

Separate task 

of test 

Basis of 

judgement 

Student 

referenced 

Student and 

criterion 

referenced 

Criterion 

referenced 

Criterion 

referenced 
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Judged by  Student and 

teacher 

Teacher Teacher Teacher or 

external marker 

Action taken Feedback to 

students and 

teacher 

Feedback into 

teaching plans 

Feedback into 

teaching plans 

Report to 

student, parent, 

other teachers, 

etc. 

Epithet Assessment for 

learning  

Matching  Dip stick  Assessment of 

learning 

  

All the types of assessment discussed here by Harlen rely on the teacherôs intention 

behind applying assessment. This information might be helpful for teachers: that is, 

knowing which type of assessment best matches their intention will allow teachers to 

choose the appropriate type of assessment at the appropriate time. 

3.6.2 Formative and summative assessment tension 

Formative assessment and summative assessment are often considered to be the 

opposite of each other and if one of them is used the other one will be neglected. 

Wiliam (2000) suggested that 

 

in many countries [é] very few teachers are able or willing to 

operate parallel assessment systems ð one designed to serve a 

ósummativeô function and one designed to serve a óformativeô 

function. The result is always that the formative assessment system 

is ódriven outô by that for summative assessment. (p. 13) 

 

In schools where summative assessment dominates, teachers usually tend to teach 

pupils to pass the exams, as pupils need to do well on these exams. Most teachers feel 

that these types of tests contradict FA practices (OECD/CERI, 2008: 3).  Moreover, 

despite the fact that FA is important to develop pupilsô learning, especially by providing 

comments rather than marks, some pupils might prefer to receive a mark or a grade 

rather than a comment. Findings from Smith and Gorardôs (2005: 31) study showed that 

when year-seven pupils (11-12 years old) were provided with feedback as comments, 

they preferred to get their marks. All of this might be at the expense of learning, which 

is better understood as mastering knowledge (OECD/CERI, 2008: 3). The Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD/CERI, 2008: 3) has suggested that 

poorly designed summative assessments, the lack of relation between assessment and 
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curriculum, and league tables, which compare performance data across schools, all 

might hinder the progress of learning amongst children.  

  However, Hargreaves (2005: 223) suggested that despite the recent debate 

about contrasting summative and formative assessment, these two are not necessarily 

the opposite of each other. Unlike Butlerôs 1988 study (as cited in Black & Wiliam, 

1998b: 12-13), which found that studentsô performances significantly decreased when 

using a combination of FA and summative assessment, Biggs (1998) argued that óthere 

is a powerful interaction between FA and SA that could usefully be incorporated in an 

overall synthesis [é] [and] conceptualised within the same frameworkô (p. 106). In this 

framework, the effects of summative assessment would support feedback (Biggs, 1998: 

106). For example, Biggs (1998) argued that the assessment portfolio, when óused 

summatively and designed appropriately, it is very good at setting in motion 

metacognitive and reflective learning processes that generate much feedback (Biggs, 

1996a,c, see ch. 9)ô (p. 107). Biggs (1998: 107) explained that in this scenario, pupils 

are often able to pinpoint their weaknesses and difficulties even without the teacherôs 

help. Although portfolios are often used here as a summative assessment, it might be 

important to know that this is an assessment which is ongoing.  

 Moreover, Wiliam (2000: 13) argued that teachers should integrate formative 

and summative functions of assessment rather than choosing one and neglecting the 

other. OECD/CERI (2008: 3) confirmed this idea suggesting that ówhile teachers often 

express ambivalence or resistance to external summative tests, there is nothing inherent 

in summative assessment to prevent teachers from using formative methods. Indeed, 

summative results can be used formativelyô (p. 3).  Spendlove (2009: 4) argued that the 

use of FA does not mean that summative assessment should not be used at all. He 

(2009: 4) suggested that there must be a balance between the two, because summative 

assessment is a reliable tool, which enables teachers to obtain information about where 

their pupils are in their learning, so that they can help their students progress. Spendlove 

(2009: 4) further insisted that FA provides pupils with the opportunity to become active 

learners who are able to decide what steps should be taken in order to improve. All of 

these findings suggest that summative assessment can be used in a formative way, and 

neither formative nor summative assessment need to be neglected for the sake of 

implementing the other. As Stiggins (2002) argued óassessments of and for learning are 

both importantô (p. 761).   
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3.7 Development of FA  

While definitions and understandings of formative and summative assessment help us to 

better understand FA, it is also crucial to consider, as it is relevant background to the 

present research study, how conceptions of FA have developed and why. Clarke (2008: 

8), Allal and Lopez (2005: 241), and Bloom et al. (1971:17) have all pointed to Scriven 

as the first researcher in the late nineteen-sixties to use the term ñformative evaluationò 

in relation to the curriculum. This idea was soon adapted by Bloom, who provided more 

details about its usages (Allal & Lopez, 2005: 241). Bloom et al. (1971:17) defined 

summative evaluation tests as a type of evaluation used at the end of a semester of 

teaching for the purposes of ranking, providing certificates and licenses for students, 

and for evaluating the effectiveness of a curriculum or a program. Formative evaluation 

was defined by Bloom et al. (1971) as the ótype of evaluation which all who are 

involved ð student, teacher, curriculum maker ð would welcome because they find it 

so useful in helping them improve what they wish to doô (p. 17). 

 In the late eighties, understandings of FA became more specific. This is 

reflected in Crooksôs (1988: 468) seminal article when he concluded that more focus 

needed to be on studentsô learning while less focus needed to be on grading. Crooks 

(1988) also suggested that students  

 

 

should be given regular opportunities to practice and use 

the skills and knowledge that are the goals of the program 

and to obtain feedback on their performance. (p. 470) 

 

 

The importance of promoting learning, rather than focusing on summative assessment, 

in order foster pupilsô achievement, has been highlighted by previous authors, such as 

Bloom et al. (1971: 17) and Crooks (1988: 470). These ideas led on to further studies. 

Between 1987 and 1997, professors Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam, of Kingôs College 

London, conducted a large research review of 250 journal articles and publications to 

determine whether FA helps to raise academic standards in the classroom. The studies 

which they examined were conducted in numerous countries, and on a range of 

participants from five to eighteen years of age (Black et al., 2003: 2). Black and Wiliam 

(1998a: 17) concluded that focusing on FA helps to produce significant learning gains. 

Effect sizes ranged between .4 and .7, with FA apparently helping low-achievers, as 

well as other students (Black & Wiliam, 2001: 3; Cizek, 2010: 7). Based on their major 

academic review of research on the effectiveness of FA, which was eventually 
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published in the journal Assessment in Education, Black and Wiliam (1998b) went on to 

produce a booklet for teachers entitled ñInside the Black Boxò (1998a). In the first part 

of ñInside the Black Boxò, three questions were laid out (Black & Wiliam, 1998a): first, 

is there evidence that improving FA raises standards? Second, is there evidence that 

there is room for improvement? Finally, is there evidence about how to improve FA? 

Black and Wiliamôs (1998a) answer to all three of these questions was yes. The second 

research question, which probes the student teachersô perceptions concerning the 

effectiveness of FA in helping pupils to make achievement, engages with and develops 

out of this past research.  

 FA is an integrated part of teaching and learning, which is often used by teachers 

in many different ways due to their differences in teaching styles (Black et al., 2003: 2). 

It can be done informally ð such as in classroom observations, oral questioning and 

classroom discussions ð or formally, such as when used in quizzes or homework 

assignments (Moore  & Stanley, 2010: 24). Although it can be argued that FA is not a 

new idea and it is something that all teachers, to some extent, do within their teaching, 

since the late 1960s, as demonstrated above, the term FA, and a conscious reflection on 

what these practices means, begins to emerge. In order to be able to contribute to studies 

on FA, it is vital to understand both the research of major contributors on the subject 

and the development of FA. 

3.8 The nature of formative assessment  

One of the best descriptions of FA óin actionô (p. 114) can be found in Harlenôs (2000) 

work, and it is this understanding of FA which the present research study partially relies 

upon. Harlen (2000: 111) described FA as an ongoing assessment, which is integrated 

into teaching, and carried out by teachers to help them to determine what would best 

promote learning in a particular context. It is important to note that regular assessment 

is not necessarily formative in function. Harlen (2000: 115) argued that how 

information is used determines whether a certain assessment is formative or not. In 

order to be able to understand what FA is in practice, it is crucial to understand óthe 

wider principles underpinning AfLô (Gadsby, 2012, p. 13). According to Harlen (2000: 

115), the following are the main features of FA:  

 

¶ It is integrated into teaching to raise comprehension amongst pupils. When it is 

not used in the classroom, the type of teaching and learning becomes different.  

¶ It is concerned with enhancing learning.  
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¶ It is concerned with individual progress (ipsative) assessment and based on 

criteria. 

¶ It could be used in all learning contexts and uses information about 

learning outcomes to take appropriate steps to support progression. 

¶ Students play an active role in assessing their responses and deciding 

appropriate next steps. 

¶ It is concerned with validity rather than reliability. 

  

FA is described by many authors, such as Harlen (2006: 104) and Heritage (2010: 10), 

as a cycle of actions. This cyclical movement closes the gap between where the learner 

currently is, and where the teacher thinks this learner can be in his/her learning 

(Heritage, 2010: 10). Harlen (2000: 112) provided a useful model, which clearly depicts 

FA. This is shown in the figure below. Beginning with activity A, the teacher collects 

evidence using different techniques with the help of the students (Harlen, 2000: 113). 

The teacher then interprets the evidence based on the lesson goals, the studentsô 

previous experience, and the studentsô performance (Harlen, 2000: 113). This means 

that FA is ipsative as well as criterion-referenced (Harlen, 2000: 113). An 

understanding of the development in relation to the goal is needed for this 

interpretation; therefore, knowing where pupils are in their learning is important to 

decide the following step (Harlen, 2006: 104). The teacher provides help and support, 

which is further enhanced by the studentsô peer- and self-assessment. This leads to 

activity B, which is a technique in which evidence of existing learning is fed back into 

the teaching and learning (Harlen, 2006: 104). This feedback serves as an aid to direct 

teaching so that learning goals are amended to ensure the maximum involvement of the 

pupils (Harlen, 2006: 104). This feedback is importantly for both parties, teachers and 

pupils, and is an integral part of teaching and learning (Harlen, 2006: 104). Harlen 

(2000: 114) argues that although the process in the figure is described as óstepsô, in real 

life it needs to be understood as a whole, which might not all take place in one lesson. 

Harlenôs clear description of FA, which was useful for the present research study, was 

employed by the researcher to explain the conception of FA to the Saudi student 

teachers.  
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Figure 3- 2: Formative assessment (adapted from Harlen, 2000: 112) 

 

3.9 Elements of formative assessment  

In order to better understand FA, it is vital to understand the elements of FA. Integrating 

FA into teaching and learning is one of the major goals of FA, and it is here that the 

elements are important. There are many elements of FA, which have been discussed by 

researchers. Some essential elements of FA are questioning, feedback through marking, 

and peer- and self-assessment (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall & Wiliam, 2002: 5; 

Clarke, 2001; Wiliam, 2007: 192). In addition to these above elements, clarifying 

outcomes to the students is another essential element of FA (Clarke, 2001:6-7; Wiliam, 

2007: 192). Drawing on existing research studies, these elements, which will be 

discussed in detail below, were the elements introduced to the student teachers and 

observed by the researcher in this present study. It was these research findings which 

led the researcher to focus on these particular elements.  

3.9.1 Integrating formative assessment into teaching and learning  

Integrating FA into teaching and learning is the main idea of FA. Careful attention 

needs to be given when planning lessons in order to enhance studentsô learning (Black, 
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Harrison, Lee, Marshall and Wiliam, 2004: 18). Hence, Black et al. (2004: 19) argued 

for the need for better lesson planning before introducing new lessons. The aim of doing 

this is to help develop better teacher actions in the classroom (Black et al., 2004: 19). 

Classroom activities and questions need to be planned prior to class in order to enhance 

learning (Black et al., 2004: 19). On the other hand, Black et al. (2004: 19) argued that 

although different types of activities might be planned before teaching, putting plans 

into practice in order to serve the aims of the lesson might not be an easy task, as there 

is no certain method to follow when doing this. On the whole, Black et al. (2004: 19) 

suggested that developing good practices of FA could only be achieved by helping each 

teacher to find their own method of implementing the following elements of FA into 

their classroom activities:    

 

¶ Sharing and clarifying outcomes and success criteria to students 

¶ Questioning 

¶ Feedback 

¶ Peer-assessment and self-assessment 

¶ Regular assessment day-by-day and minute-by-minute 

3.9.2 Sharing and clarifying outcomes and success criteria to students 

In order to provide a clear idea about sharing and clarifying outcomes and success 

criteria to students, it might be useful to discuss how this essential element could be 

conducted in an effective way, and how helpful it might be in promoting classroom 

learning. Sharing outcomes with the students is often the first element of FA that 

teachers put into practice (Clarke, 2001: 19). This important element needs to be used 

across all subjects, and in every lesson, otherwise students might think that some 

lessons or some subjects do not have any goals (Clarke, 2001: 19). Research studies 

have shown that there are many advantages to sharing outcomes. Both teachers and 

students might benefit from sharing these outcomes (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 47). This 

element raises studentsô motivation and helps students to make better decisions when 

handling a task (Clarke, 2001: 19). Clarifying learning outcomes may also help in 

improving the quality of a studentôs work (Clarke, 2001: 35). Moreover, when it is used, 

students are often more eager to learn and their behaviour improves (Clarke, 2001: 35). 

In addition to this, sharing learning outcomes helps teachers to concentrate on quality 

and focus on the intention of the lesson (Clarke, 2001: 36). Finally, sharing learning 
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outcomes helps teachers to be more critical and to choose appropriate activities and 

success criteria for the particular learners in their classroom (Clarke, 2001: 36).  

 The learning outcomes need to be visually available throughout the entire lesson 

to remind the students of the goals of the lesson (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 50). Hence, it 

might be helpful to write learning outcomes in a precise and direct way (Fautley & 

Savage, 2008: 50). Learning outcomes are shared with the students in order for them to 

understand what the teacher is looking for and hoping to achieve. While learning 

outcomes need to be written and visually available to all the students at the start of a 

lesson (Clarke, 2001: 23; Fautley & Savage, 2008: 50), it is important to note that 

sharing learning outcomes needs to be more than simply declaring what is written on 

the teacherôs lesson plan (Clarke, 2001: 19; Fautley & Savage, 2008: 48). When 

displaying the learning outcomes, the language needs to be understandable (Clarke, 

2001: 21; Fautley & Savage, 2008: 48). Moreover, in order to help students to 

understand the goals, teachers might want to discuss the learning outcomes with their 

students (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 50). The tasks must be related to the learning 

outcomes and feedback should focus on the learning outcomes (Clarke, 2001: 19). 

Sharing the learning outcomes might have a significant affect on studentsô 

understanding and improvement if they contain success criteria and are utilised by the 

students in their activities (Clarke, 2001: 20; Fautley & Savage, 2008: 50-51).  

 Success criteria also need to be visually displayed and available to the students 

(Clarke, 2001: 22). The aim of using success criteria is to help students to recognise 

how the teacher is going to judge their work and what he/she is looking for (Clarke, 

2001: 22). Research studies have indicated that students need to be aware that outcomes 

are not all that teachers are looking for, but they want to understand how their students 

achieved certain goals (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 51). Thus, the most crucial step in 

sharing outcomes is providing success criteria, which might be helpful in showing 

students how to handle a task successfully. Therefore, careful planning is needed in 

order to get useful success criteria and good learning outcomes (Fautley & Savage, 

2008: 47).  

3.9.3 Questioning 

The element of questioning is more than the teacher simply asking questions. There are 

many aspects surrounding questioning, such as the types of questions, forming 

questions, waiting time, ñno hands upò strategy and providing a supportive climate 

(Black et al. 2003: 40-41). These aspects of questioning will be discussed below.  
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  When framing questions, it might be helpful to describe the types of questions 

that are most commonly used. There are two major types of questions that teachers use 

in classrooms: open questions and closed questions (Briggs, Woodfield, Martin & 

Swatton, 2008: 23). Open questions ask for more extended explanations, while closed 

questions usually do not (Briggs et al., 2008: 23). Closed questions often require very 

brief answers (Briggs et al., 2008: 23). Both types of questions are important (Briggs et 

al., 2008: 23). Research studies have shown that while questioning takes up a large part 

of the lesson, most of these questions are closed (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 38). In order 

to offer pupils the opportunity for deeper discussions that provoke thinking, open 

questions need to be utilised more often in the classroom. There are many models which 

teachers can turn to in order to help them in designing questions. Bloomôs landmark 

Taxonomy of educational objectives of the cognitive domain, which was first published 

in 1950, presented a categorisation of the different levels of thinking that could be 

useful to consider when forming questions (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 40).   

 

Figure 3- 3: Bloom's Taxonomy (adapted from Fautley & Savage, 2008: 40) 

 

 

From the bottom of the pyramid to the top, this classification represents a development 

of cognitive thinking (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 41). Evaluation, synthesis and analysis 

are mainly related to higher-order thinking, whereas knowledge, comprehension and 

application are related to lower-order thinking (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 41). When 

forming questions, teachers should first consider which category of thinking they want 

to foster. Classroom teachers should then decide what are the most suitable questioning 

methods to achieve that level of thinking (Fautley & Savage, 2008: 41). 

 Another essential aspect of questioning that teachers might want to consider is 

allowing pupils time to answer questions (Black et al., 2004: 11; Fautley & Savage, 

2008:41). Results from Roweôs (1974: 81) study, which was conducted in elementary 

science classes in the US, showed that the mean time that teachers waited for a response 

after asking a question was less than one second. Rowe (1974: 81) found that when 
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teachers allowed more ñwait timeò when seeking a response, numerous advantages took 

place:  

 

¶ Longer answers were given 

¶ More suitable answers were offered 

¶ Fewer pupils failed to respond 

¶ More confidence in responses 

¶ Different explanations were provided by pupils 

¶ Pupils were able to add to their peersô responses 

 

The advantages of increasing ñwait timeò needs to be taken into consideration, as it 

might improve classroom environments and make them more productive places. 

 The third aspect in questioning is the ñno hands upò strategy. This means that 

because the teacher calls upon students randomly, all pupils can expect to be asked 

questions at any time. Jones and Wiliam (2008) argued that giving pupils the chance to 

decide whether or not to raise their hand óincreases the achievement gap between the 

lowest- and highest-achieving studentsô (p. 6). Jones and Wiliam (2008: 11) suggested 

that choosing pupils to give answers at random has many benefits and it raises the level 

of class participation as a whole (Jones & Wiliam, 2008: 11). Moreover, implementing 

the ñno hands upò strategy might help to involve students who suffer from lack of 

confidence (Jones & Wiliam, 2008: 6). Because pupils need to give a response even if 

they do not know (Black et al. 2003: 40), this often gives students the opportunity to 

share knowledge which they might not have been aware that they possessed. Also, 

Jones and Wiliam (2008) have pointed out that it helps to provide the teacher with a 

better idea of the classôs development, as answers which are taken randomly are ólikely 

to be more representativeô (p. 11).   

 While this strategy may appear to be straightforward, its implementation can be 

problematic (Jones & Wiliam, 2008: 7). First, many teachers often tend to choose 

students who are able to provide the right answer, so that they can quickly move on with 

their teaching (Jones & Wiliam, 2008: 7). Some teachers have solved this problem by 

writing the names of their pupils on lollipop sticks or cards and choosing them 

randomly (Jones & Wiliam, 2008: 7). Second, pupil feedback has shown that the ñno 

hands upò strategy is often a shock to the student, which they find stressful (Jones & 

Wiliam, 2008: 7). Jones and Wiliam (2008) have suggested that this issue might be 
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alleviated if, for example, the teacher allows pupils who are chosen to use certain 

options when answering: óñphone a friendòô, óñask the audienceòô or ógo ñ50-50òô (p. 7).  

 The last aspect of questioning is providing a supportive climate. This means that 

students should not be afraid to give wrong answers (Black et al., 2003: 40). Providing a 

supportive climate has many positive effects on learning. In Black et al.ôs (2003: 40) 

study, one of the teachers explained that this aspect of questioning helped her pupils to 

feel less anxious about giving incorrect responses. This teacher also added that her 

pupils recognised that incorrect answers might be as helpful as the correct answers, as 

these can be discussed and often provide learning opportunities (Black et al., 2003: 40). 

3.9.4 Feedback  

Feedback is one of the major elements of FA. According to Sadler (1989), feedback óis 

usually defined in terms of information about how successfully something has been or 

is being doneô (p. 120). Sadler (1989: 121) argued that there are three features of useful 

feedback: first, students need to know the aim behind doing a certain task; second they 

need to be aware of the extent to which they have achieved those aims; and finally, they 

need to understand what actions to take in future lessons and activities to improve. 

Feedback includes oral and written comments to students (Black et al., 2002: 8). 

Teachers need to pay attention to the nature of the comments more than the amount of 

comments (Black et al., 2002: 8). They need to advise students on how to enhance their 

learning, and avoid comparing them with others (Black & Wiliam, 1998a: 9).  

 Black et al. (2002: 1) have argued that grades usually have a negative impact, 

especially on less successful students who may have been led to think that their lack of 

ability was the reason behind their poor success. Butler (as cited in Black & Wiliam, 

1998b: 12-13) conducted a research study on forty-eight 11-year-old Israeli students. 

Butler (as cited in Black & Wiliam, 1998b: 12-13) divided these students into three 

groups in which the first group was given comments only, the second group was given 

grades only, and the third group was given grades and comments. The results from 

Butlerôs study (as cited in Black & Wiliam, 1998b: 12-13) showed that the scores of the 

group that received comments only increased between the first and the second session 

and remained at the same higher level for the last session; the scores of the group that 

received grades only decreased between the first session and the third session; finally, 

the scores of the group that received comments and grades showed a significant 

decrease across the three sessions. Butler (as cited in Black et al., 2002: 8) suggested 
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that grades might impact studentsô progress negatively because many students might 

ignore and even fail to read the comments when they see the grade.  

 According to Hounsell (2007a), successful feedback can develop learning in 

three substantial ways: 

 

¶ by accelerating learning, i.e., speeding up what can be learned by 

the students within a given period of time, and so enabling learning 

to take place more rapidly, or in greater depth or scope, than would 

otherwise be the case; 

 

¶ by optimizing the quality of what is learned, i.e., helping to ensure 

that the learning outcomes achieved and evinced by the students 

meet the standards hoped for or required; 

 

¶ by raising individual and collective attainment, through enabling 

the students to attain standards or levels of achievement higher than 

those which they might otherwise have reached, i.e., without 

recourse to the scaffolding afforded by feedback. (p. 101) 

 

Feedback is central to the learning process, and when handled effectively it can be one 

of the most powerful ways to enhance student learning. However, the role of feedback 

in learning has received a great deal of attention, because the conditions under which it 

is effective are tremendously complex (Butler & Winne, 1995: 254). Much feedback in 

higher education comes too late for students to be able to make significant use of it. In a 

survey conducted in Britain by Hounsell et al. (2005: 7), the results indicated that 

studentsô concerns about guidance and feedback ranged from the consistency and 

helpfulness of teachersô comments, to the timing and frequency of feedback, to the 

adequacy of guidance about assessment expectations and criteria. Hodgson and 

Berminghamôs (2004) report on law students and their perceptions of feedback also 

found that the students perceived that feedback was generally inconsistent in quality and 

timeliness.  

Another interesting effect of feedback was discussed by Hattie and Timperley 

(2007: 102), who found that feedback, when it comes in the shape of praise, has a 

negative effect. As Hattie and Timperley (2007: 102-103) argued, praise makes pupils 

afraid of failure, and rather than putting in more effort, they avoid the risk of dealing 

with challenging tasks which may only lead to failure.  

 Researchers have attempted to find a way to make feedback more effective. For 

example, Gibbs and Simpson (2004) provided eleven conditions that might help in 

applying effective feedback. However, they (2004: 17) importantly pointed out that 
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there is no universal rule for effective feedback, but providing feedback is always 

dependent upon the type of subject that is being taught. As research has shown, 

however, focusing on effective feedback might be more productive in raising studentsô 

attainment than other classroom practices.  

3.9.5 Peer-assessment and self-assessment 

Peer-assessment is usually seen by many researchers as a complementary element to 

self-assessment (Black et al., 2004). Both elements, however, are essential in FA, and 

peer-assessment is, on its own, an essential aspect of FA. Noonan and Duncan (2005) 

suggested that although there have been many definitions of peer-assessment, 

researchers usually define this as óone studentôs assessment of the performance or 

success of another studentô (p. 2). Within peer-assessment, students benefit from peer-

feedback and peer-learning as well (Falchikov, 1995: 175). This essential element of FA 

has many advantages. It might help the students to be independent (Clarke, 2001: 39). 

Black et al. (2003: 51) argued that when students take on the role of the teacher and 

mark each otherôs work, their learning can improve. Peer discussions, also part of peer-

assessment, can be helpful as responses come from a group to the teacher, and this 

usually helps to build strong communication between the students and the teacher 

(Black et al., 2003: 50). Another advantage of peer discussions is that students usually 

accept comments from one another more readily than from their teachers (Black et al., 

2003: 50). Hence, peer-assessment might help in raising studentsô motivation to pay 

more attention to their work (Black et al., 2003: 50). It might also help them to raise 

their self-esteem and control their own learning (Clarke, 2001: 44).  

 However, implementing peer-assessment to enhance studentsô learning might 

not be an easy strategy. Black et al. (2003: 52) argued that peer-assessment might only 

work if students develop the necessary skills. This might prove difficult as many 

students may need guidance on how to act in a group-work setting (Black et al., 2003: 

52), and all the students will need to develop habits of listening to others and taking 

turns (Black et al., 2003: 50). Hence, Black et al. (2003: 52) found that teachers need to 

teach their students how to work together as a group and how to cooperate with each 

other in order to benefit from peer-assessment.  

 Self-assessment is also an essential component of FA, and it should not be seen 

as merely an extra thing to do (Black & Wiliam, 2001: 7). Boud (1991) defined self-

assessment as  
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the involvement of students in identifying standards and/or 

criteria to apply to their work and making judgments about the 

extent to which they met these criteria and standards. (p. 5)  

 

 

Boud (1991: 15) argued that self-assessment involves students judging themselves and 

their performance relying on evidence from themselves and other people. The 

evaluation that they make needs to be about what they have achieved, what they need to 

achieve, and how they can achieve it (Boud, 1991: 15). Thus, it is only through clear 

goals that students might be able to assess themselves (Black & Wiliam, 2001: 7). Black 

and Wiliam (2001: 7) suggested that one of the main problems of self-assessment was 

that students often did not have a clear idea about the learning targets and therefore they 

failed to evaluate themselves. They (2001: 7) suggested that students needed to be 

trained to use self-assessment in order to be able to comprehend the aims of their 

learning and how to achieve those aims. Andrade (2011: 12) suggested that even 

primary school children are able to recognise the quality of their work, and if they do 

not, it is possibly because one or more of the features of self-assessment have not been 

applied. Andrade (2011: 12) pointed out that successful self-assessment often takes 

place when: 

 

¶ Pupils are aware of the importance of self-assessment. 

¶ Pupils have access to clear success criteria ð this can often be met by providing 

a rubric. 

¶ Pupils are provided with a certain assignment or performance to assess. 

¶ Pupils are provided with examples of self-assessment. 

¶ Pupils are provided with clear explanations and help regarding self-assessment. 

¶ Pupils are trained to assess themselves. 

¶ Pupils are provided with clues regarding when it is suitable to assess themselves. 

¶ Pupils are provided with the chance to revise and develop their assignments. 

 

 Self-assessment might be useful for the teacher and the learner (Clarke, 2001: 

44). Clarke (2001: 44) showed that research studies have indicated that self-assessment 

helps to raise studentsô self-esteem. Self-assessment also helps students to be 

independent learners (Black et al, 2003: 53). Clarke (2001: 44) found that students 

enjoyed implementing self-assessment, as it helped them to discover what thoughts and 

problems their classmates shared. Teachers also indicated that self-assessment helped 
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them to know what the studentsô needs were, and self-assessment helped these teachers 

to develop better lesson plans to meet those needs (Clarke, 2001: 46). All in all, peer-

assessment and self-assessment are both essential aspects of FA. Peer-assessment and 

self-assessment are connected to each other and can benefit both the teacher and the 

learner. 

3.9.6 Day-by-day and minute-by-minute 

Many researchers such as Haydn (2005: 315) and Wiliam (2007: 200-201) have 

suggested that minute-by-minute and day-by-day assessment might be the most 

essential aspect of FA because it helps to raise studentsô attainment. Research studies 

have found that this approach might be more cost effective than any other strategy, such 

as reducing class size, in raising achievement (Wiliam, 2007: 184). Teachers need to 

assess students regularly and many times during a class in order to know what their 

pupils have learned (Wiliam, 2007: 184). It is only through this information that 

teachers might be able to make adjustments to their teaching (Wiliam, 2007: 184). 

These changes need to be made during the lesson or before students arrive to class the 

next day, otherwise it might be too late (Wiliam, 2007: 184). Thus, assessing students at 

the end of a chapter or a term might not have a major impact on their achievement 

(Wiliam, 2007: 184). Assessing students minute-by-minute and day-by-day needs to be 

conducted using the five elements, which have been discussed above: clarifying 

learning outcomes, questioning, feedback, peer-assessment and self-assessment. These 

elements are essential aspects of FA, and they are strongly related to each other. In 

order to raise studentsô achievement, these strategies need to be practised effectively.  

 As mentioned above, the researcherôs understanding of FAôs elements 

developed from these previous studies, which have been discussed here, and it was this 

understanding of the elements of FA that was provided to the student teachers. 

Moreover, the researcherôs observation schedule was primarily interested in how the 

student teachers implemented these elements during their school placement. The fifth 

and six research questions partially developed here, as these questions are concerned 

with the student teachersô perceptions of actually implementing FA: v) what are the 

challenges that the student teachers faced when applying FA? and vi) do the student 

teachers think that FA should be implemented and why? What elements did the student 

teachers perceive as problematic, and what elements did they perceive as particularly 

useful and important, were driving concerns behind these questions. 
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3.10 Formative assessment and theories of learning  

Assessment is strongly associated with learning. FA is described above as mainly 

concerned with promoting pupilsô learning by using different strategies, especially 

feedback. It is heavily associated with pupilsô learning, which is promoted through an 

interaction between student and teacher. Therefore, although it is essential to discuss the 

empirical evidence of FA brought up mainly by Black and Wiliam (1998a), it is also 

important to discuss, as it is important background to this study, the theoretical aspects 

of FA and learning. Most FA approaches seem to be situated under two main views: 

behaviourist and constructivist (James, 2013: 84; Torrance & Pryor, 1998: 14). These 

two main perspectives will be discussed below.  

3.10.1 Behaviourist view and formative assessment 

Earlier perspectives of learning were more related to behavioural theory (Shepard, 

2000a: 4; Torrance and Pryor, 1998: 13). James (2013: 84) and Torrance and Pryor 

(1998: 14) pointed out that behaviourist approaches help to master learning because 

they encourage the teacher to specify the objectives and the criteria, which are 

achievable. Skinner, who was instrumental in developing the behaviourist theory, (as 

cited in Shepard, 2000a: 5) argued that learning takes place when teachers gradually 

introduce complex and broad knowledge, and when they assess pupils after introducing 

each new part of knowledge to make sure that the introduced knowledge, although 

small, is mastered before moving on to explain the next point. Torrance and Pryor 

(1998: 15) pointed out that behaviourists see learning as a linear process, as pupils need 

to master ñAò before introducing ñBò. Hence, it might be useful in some subjects, such 

as maths, rather than other subjects, such as geography (Lambert and Lines, 2000: 129). 

This type of learning is often related to grades (James 2013: 45; Torrance and Pryor, 

1998: 15). Lambert and Lines (2000: 129) described this approach by highlighting two 

of its features: it is about displaying the learning objectives and success criteria 

explicitly, while making sure that the pupils understood them; it also involves 

discussing the test results with the pupils and providing them with feedback, which 

reflects their strengths, weaknesses and how they overcome their difficulties. James 

(2013) argues that the behaviourist approach is based on óstimulus, response and 

reinforcementô (p. 85). The behaviourist approach helps the teacher to know what pupils 

have acknowledged, and feedback is often offered to reflect what was achieved, while 

also helping to close the gap as its emphasis is on practice and instant reinforcement 

(James, 2013: 85). While this approach helps to reinforce knowledge, Lambert and 
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Lines (2000: 129) have argued that the behaviourist approach is not concerned with 

pupil-teacher interaction.  

 As the behaviourists see learning as a step-by-step process, which builds on the 

pupilsô knowledge, this approach has often been criticised because it neglects cognitive 

skills, which view learning as a social process (Torrance and Pryor, 1998: 15).  

Researchers (see, for example, Black and Wiliam, 1998b: 32; James, 2013: 85-86; 

James & Pedder 2006b: 32, Shepard, 2000a; Shepard, 2000b, Torrance and Pryor 1998: 

15) have argued that learning better takes place in a constructivist classroom 

environment, as these environments encourage learners to be active. This type of 

approach will be discussed below.  

3.10.2 Constructivist view and formative assessment 

Torrance and Pryor (1998: 15) described the constructivist perspective of FA as an 

aspiring approach because it considers the interaction between the teacher and the pupil 

in the learning process. Torrance and Pryor (1998: 15) explained that in this approach 

the interaction between teachers and learners means that teachers help the learners to 

understand new ideas, rather than just discussing the pupilsô assessment results. Black 

(2001: 14) suggested that the constructivist approach helps learners to be active in 

analysing knowledge. James (2013) compares the two approaches: 

 

From a constructivist perspective, formative assessment is 

viewed rather differently. It focuses not so much on 

behaviour as on cognition (thought), generated in a social 

context. In particular it is interested in promoting learning 

with understanding, which is actively understood and 

internalised by the learner. (p. 85)  

 

Cognitive theory is when a pupil links the information which is provided with prior 

information already present in his/her mind, in order to make sense of the knowledge 

which they have been given; recognising these links is dependent upon how active the 

pupil is in making these links and how familiar he/she is with the introduced knowledge 

(James, 2013: 85). The constructivist approach importantly treats learners as individuals 

who are trying to make sense of the knowledge that has been introduced to them (Hall 

& Burke, 2004: 5). In this approach, understanding is the process of building and 

rebuilding knowledge, because a constructivist approach supports the learners and helps 

them to make sense of what they already know (James, 2013: 85). It is essential that 
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teachers try to know how their pupils relate new information to ideas which are already 

present in their minds (James, 2013: 85). Lambert and Lines (2000: 130) described the 

different characteristics of the constructivist approach: it helps pupils to comprehend 

new knowledge, it refines old ideas, and it ought to have feedback, which should 

include feed-forward notions. Feed-forward notions focus not only on what pupils have 

achieved, but what they might achieve (Torrance and Pryor, 1998: 15).  

 Vygotsky (1978) argued that to teach in the ózone of proximal developmentô 

(ZPD) (p. 86) means that it is important to know not just where pupils are in their 

learning, but also what they might be able to achieve with the help of an instructor or a 

peer. The constructivist approach emphasises teacher-pupil interaction, a collaborative 

model where the teacher works as the facilitator of the learning process (Torrance and 

Pryor, 1998: 15). This approach needs time in order to be applied successfully and, 

because of this, it might be difficult to apply in modern educational systems, which 

emphasise immediacy and results (James, 2013: 86). Lambert and Lines (2000: 130) 

argued that adopting the constructivist perspective should not mean avoiding the use of 

other approaches, such as the behaviourist approach. In order to be able to apply FA 

successfully, both approaches are important (Lambert and Lines, 2000: 130). 

 The above suggests that a constructivist rather than a behaviourist approach is 

appropriate for the current research project. Although it is not possible, given the 

limited space of this thesis, to develop a full discussion about the authors who have 

been influential to this study, it might be worthwhile to refer briefly and rather generally 

to three key figures by way of a conclusion to the reflections on the nature of 

constructivism and its relevance to the present research. In the context of ideas about 

learning developed by Piaget, Bruner and Vygotsky, the researcher was able to reflect 

on the nature of constructivism. Piaget broadly has allowed for reflection on the stages 

and levels of learning that are possible; Brunerôs conceptual focus has influenced the 

researcherôs thinking in relation to the quality of learning and the possibility that 

students have to learn about the fundamental building blocks of a subject or approach; 

and the work of Vygotsky has helped the researcher to reflect on the processes that are 

associated with formative assessment in the drive towards the achievement of higher 

standards. 

3.11 Formative assessment in foreign/second language classrooms  

The present research study was conducted in language classrooms, and therefore it is 

important to consider what research studies have suggested about FA and second 
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language classrooms. Meskill (2010) argued that in many of the foreign or second 

language (L2) classrooms around the world, assessment is conducted as óa continuous, 

ongoing formative assessment of the linguistic development of each of their English 

language learnersô (p. 198). Jones and Wiliam (2008: 1-2) argued that although FA 

strategies ð sharing the learning outcomes, questioning, feedback, peer- and self-

assessment ð work as well in L2 classrooms as they do in other subjects, such as 

mathematics or science, learning in an L2 classroom is different from learning in other 

school subjectsô classrooms. Meskill (2010) explained that learning another language is 

a complicated matter and it depends on the ólinguistic, cultural, educational, and familial 

backgroundsô (p. 198).  

 Miskell (2010: 198) argues that the ongoingness of FA, with its focus on 

individual development, is essential in L2 classrooms in order to determine which 

instructional decisions would be useful to enhance learning. In their research pertaining 

to year 9 pupils in L2 classrooms, Lee, Buckland and Shaw (1998: 3-4) suggested that 

pupils in these classrooms do not know what they are suppose to achieve and they are 

not sure what learning a language actually means. As Jones and Wiliam (2008: 3) later 

suggested, sharing the learning outcomes and success criteria with the pupils in a clear 

way, and making sure that they understood these outcomes and criteria, will help to 

guide the pupils through the learning process, while also building independent learners, 

which is a fundamental goal of language learning. In addition to this, Mercer, Dawesb, 

Wegerifa and Samsa (2004: 359) concluded that classroom discussions and pupilsô 

interaction have a positive effect on pupilsô understanding and reasoning. This 

interaction and discussion might be difficult for the learners in an L2 classroom (Ur, 

1996: 121). Moreover, while pupils might use their mother tongue to engage in a useful 

discussion about certain topics, this is not the end goal of an L2 classroom. Cook (2001: 

402) suggested that using oneôs mother tongue on some occasions could help learners to 

develop their understanding of the target language. Jones and Wiliam (2008: 4) 

supported Cookôs view, but they also emphasised that most L2 teaching needs to be in 

the target language.  

 Feedback is also considered to be an important principle in L2 classes. 

Educators have conducted research studies to find out what types of comments are the 

most effective in these classes. The most used type of written feedback in L2 writing 

classes has been about error correction (Srichanyachon, 2012: 8). Truscott (1996: 327) 

argued that error correction could damage learnersô fluency and their overall writing 

quality and should be abandoned. He argued that L2 teachers need to adopt a 



  57 

ócorrection-free approachô in their courses. This approach, suggested by Truscott (1996: 

327), has been rebutted by other researchers, who argued that learners benefit from error 

correction feedback. For example, Ferris and Roberts (2001) conducted a research study 

to examine the effects of teacher feedback amongst university L2 learners. Three kinds 

of feedback were provided: errors marked with codes, errors underlined with no codes, 

and no error feedback at all. They found that both groups provided with error feedback 

significantly outperformed the no error feedback control group.  

Ferris and Roberts (2001: 163-164) also explained that feedback, and especially 

written feedback, could be provided in direct and indirect ways in L2 classrooms: direct 

feedback means that the teacher directly corrects the pupilsô mistakes by providing the 

correct grammar or words; indirect feedback means that the teacher does not provide a 

direct correction, but they point out that an error occurred and then leave it to the pupil 

to correct the mistake. Educators have argued that indirect feedback is more helpful 

than the direct feedback because it helps pupils to be active learners and encourages 

problem-solving (Ferris & Roberts, 2001: 163-164). Findings from research studies 

(such as Ferris, 2006: 98; Lalande, 1982: 140) showed that indirect feedback was more 

useful in enhancing the pupilsô accuracy over time. There are very few studies which 

are concerned with learnersô preferences for certain types of feedback; however, 

previous studies (such as Ferris, 1995: 33; Ferris & Roberts, 2001: 177; Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994: 150) have suggested that learners were in favour of obtaining teacher 

feedback, rather than obtaining no feedback. In some studies, such as Ferris and Roberts 

(2001: 177), learners indicated that they preferred indirect feedback with errors being 

either marked and coded or marked as incorrect, but not corrected.  

 Research studies of peer-assessment have showed that it was used in a range of 

ways in L2 classrooms (Cheng & Warren, 2005: 94). Many research studies valued the 

use of peer-assessment in L2 classrooms, especially when used to improve the learnersô 

writing skills (see, for example, Caulk, 1994; Jones, 1995; Mangelsdorf, 1992; 

Mendonca & Johnson, 1994; Villamil & De Guerrero, 1996). There are, however, fewer 

studies on peer-assessment and oral skills. Research studies, which have been done in 

this area, such as Mitchell and Bakewellôs (1995: 364) study, reported significant 

enhancement in performance when peer-assessment took place and when oral 

presentation skills were being used.  

 Some studies, such as Toppingôs (1998), compared teacher-assessment and peer-

assessment of writings skills in L2 classrooms. Topping (1998) argued that, when used 

to assess writing, peer-assessment appeared ócapable of yielding outcomes at least as 
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good as teacher assessment and sometimes betterô (p. 262). Other studies focused on the 

learnersô attitudes towards peer-assessment. Roskams (1999) reported that peer-

assessment was preferred by most L2 learners. However, students were skeptical about 

how accurate peer-assessment was if it was used as an instrument for assessing students, 

while they accepted it if it was used as a way of learning. Studies, such as Newkirkôs 

(1984: 309-310) and Jacobsôs (1987) suggested that teachers need to prepare their 

students for peer-assessment. This shows that although learners feel that peer-

assessment is helpful, they need time to develop the necessary skills.  

All of these studies, discussed above, indicate what researchers have suggested 

is of value when it comes to implementing FA elements in L2 classrooms. These 

previous studies have focused on learnersô perceptions and preferences. The second and 

the six research questions partially developed here, as they are interested in the student 

teachersô perceptions of the value of FA practices: ii) do the student teachers think that  

FA can help school students to make progress? and vi) do the student teachers think that 

FA should be implemented and why? 

3.12 Advantages of FA and its current state in UK schools 

As discussed above, there are many advantages of FA. Askham (1997) has argued that 

FA is ongoing and that it óhelps to promote deep learningô (p. 301).  Black and Wiliam 

(2001) have drawn attention to the fact that FA is an óessential feature of classroom 

work and that development of it can raise standardsô (p. 13). They (2001: 3) argued that 

developing FA practices could raise studentsô test scores, with low attainers benefiting 

the most from its use. They (2001) also claimed that FA ówould raise England from the 

middle of the 41 countries involved to being one of the top 5ô (p. 3). Moreover, research 

studies conducted by the OECD on implementing FA in various schools in eight 

educational systems (Australia, Canada, Denmark, England, Finland, Italy, New 

Zealand and Scotland) revealed many positive results (OECD, 2005a). FA helped to 

raise studentsô performance, and it allowed teachers to focus on the needs of low 

attainers (OECD, 2005a: 69; Sliwka, Fushell, Gauthier & Johnson 2005: 114). Teachers 

indicated that FA helped them to save time (OECD, 2005a: 69). The practice of FA 

promoted equity of treatment amongst students (Voogt & Kasurinen, 2005: 162). It also 

assisted in improving the relationship between students and teachers (Looney & 

Wiliam, 2005: 142). When the teachers in these studies integrated FA into their 

classroom practices, a supportive classroom climate developed, which encouraged 

students to be involved in classroom interactions without being afraid of making 
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mistakes (OECD, 2005a: 47). In these research studies, pupils focused on making 

progress rather than competing with their colleagues (OECD, 2005a: 47). They became 

more independent learners (OECD, 2005a: 72). Mischo and Rheinberg (as cited by 

OECD, 2005a: 48) have also suggested other advantages of implementing FA, such as 

intrinsic motivation and self-esteem. Finally, FA encouraged teachers to evaluate their 

teaching methods and to use practices which worked well, while abandoning those that 

did not (OECD, 2005a: 72).  

FA, which is also known as assessment for learning, has been adopted by many 

developed and developing countries around the world. In the UK, teachers are 

encouraged to practise this type of assessment: part of the UK National Strategies are to 

support teachers as they develop FA practices in their classrooms. The educational 

systems in many other countries, including the US, are also turning their focus to FA 

(Bennett, 2009). Yet despite this, FA is still not being implemented properly in schools 

(Gadsby, 2012: 5). The Ofsted Annual Report (2010) showed that the use of assessment 

to support learning in many UK secondary schools was mainly satisfactory, which is 

second lowest ranking, with only inadequate below it. These findings raise questions 

about why FA is not being effectively implemented in schools, and what difficulties or 

barriers might be present. Wiliam (2009: 17) suggested that while many teachers had 

sufficient knowledge about FA, they did not know how to apply that knowledge in the 

classroom. According to Gadsby (2012: 13), the complexity of FAôs terminology might 

provide a reason behind the problems and difficulties that arise when implementing FA. 

3.13 Issues of practising formative assessment  

Black et al. (2003) have highlighted some issues that could surround the practice of FA: 

these are óteacher change, studentsô perspectives and the central concept of feedbackô 

(p. 13). Hence, in order to improve the use of FA in classrooms, major changes need to 

be made amongst teachers. These changes need to be in both the teachersô point of view 

and the part that they play towards their students and their classroom routine (Black et 

al., 2003: 13). In other words, teachers must change their way of thinking about 

teaching and learning, and they must embed these changes in their daily routines and 

practices.  

 Feedback can also be an issue when implementing FA. Tunstall and Gipps (as 

cited in Black et al. 2003: 13) argued that many students might not be able to identify 

comments as advice, which is meant to help them to close the gap between what they 

have learned and what they can achieve. Moreover, some students might misunderstand 
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what the teacher wants to convey to them and, as a result, they do not benefit from the 

formative feedback.  

Two additional problems have been suggested by many secondary 

schoolteachers who highly approve of the idea of FA (OECD, 2005a: 69). These 

secondary schoolteachersô main concerns were class size and curriculum requirements 

(OECD, 2005a: 69). Another issue was that FA was perceived as a time-consuming 

process (Carmona, Stroup & Davis, 2006; Hunt & Pellegrino, 2002: 75; Neesom, 2000: 

5-6). Teachers need to evaluate and diagnose studentsô individual difficulties and needs, 

whilst also responding to them (Hunt & Pellegrino, 2002: 75) and this is often very 

difficult to do. The present research studyôs fifth research question partially developed 

here, as the student teachersô perceptions of the challenges and issues that they faced 

when applying FA might be useful in developing better practice and better training 

programmes. Moreover, do Saudi student teachersô perceptions of the challenges and 

issues surrounding the implementation of FA confirm or contradict previous studies.  

3.14 Critiques of FA 

Not all researchers agree that FA and dialogic learning are necessarily the best way to 

facilitate and promote learning. Christodoulouôs recent book, Seven Myths about 

Education (2014) advocates a return to traditional instruction, rote learning and testing. 

A research study conducted by Smith and Gorard (2005) argued that FA does not have a 

positive impact on pupilsô achievement. Smith and Gorard (2005) found that pupils who 

were provided with formative feedback, which contained comments but no marks, did 

not perform any better than students who received marks. Black, Harrison, Hodgen, 

Marshall and Wiliam (2005a: 14) questioned Smith and Gorardôs (2005) findings, 

arguing that their study did not offer any evidence that FA took place or that it was even 

promoted in their study. As Black et al. (2005a) pointed out: óby the authors own 

admission, there has been no formative assessment involvedô (p. 14).  

Even when FA is utilised, it might not be the sole factor involved in raising 

achievement. In her review, Elwood (2006: 227) criticised FA, arguing that FA is not 

the only means to raise studentsô scores. Elwood (2006) argued that  

 

research warns us that such gain scores must always be 

discussed within margins of measurement error, that they are 

likely to fluctuate in the long term, will be susceptible to other 

influences and that the ócause and effectô of rising scores cannot 

be placed on formative assessment methods alone. (p. 227). 
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Similarly, Dunn and Mulvenon (2009) pointed out that although many research studies 

have argued that FA has a positive impact on pupilsô performance, there is limited 

empirical evidence to support these findings. They (2009: 9) suggested that research 

studies need to conduct their research using better-organised methodologies and 

projects in order to obtain more definite findings. 

 Other researchers, such as Bennett (2011), have argued that while FA is a 

promising approach, there are aspects of it which need to be improved. Bennett (2011) 

critically examined six issues related to FA, which he argued must be addressed in order 

to move óthis promising concept forwardô (p. 5): óthe definitional issue, the 

effectiveness issue, the domain dependency issue, the measurement issue, the 

professional development issue, and the system issueô (p. 5). Bennett (2011: 5) 

explained that the meaning behind the term FA and how it should be implemented and 

practised is still ambiguous. Bennett (2011) also argued that statistics regarding the 

effect size of FA ranging between 0.4 and 0.7 might not be very sensible because some 

of these findings are derived from óuntraceable, flawed, dated, or unpublished sourcesô 

(p. 5). Bennett (2011) further argued that in order to be able to recognise the value of 

FA, researchers need to focus on óconceptualising well-specified approaches built 

around process and methodology rooted within specific content domainô (p. 5). He 

(2011: 5) added that these conceptualisations need to consider the basic principles, 

which allow tutors and learners to realise the nature of assessment. Bennett (2011) 

suggested that ótime and professional support [are] needed if the vast majority of 

teachers are to become proficient users of formative assessmentô (p. 5). Finally, Bennett 

(2011) emphasised that in order to obtain a maximum benefit, FA needs to be 

óconceptualised as part of a comprehensive system in which all components work 

together to facilitate learningô (p. 5). Bennett (2011) concluded that FA, like many other 

educational developments 

 

is both conceptually and practically still a work-in-progress. 

That fact means we need to be more sensible in our claims about 

it, as well as in our expectations for it. That fact also means we 

must continue the hard work needed to realise its considerable 

promise. (p. 21) 

 

Even strong proponents of FA, like Black and Wiliam, have acknowledged that 

FA might not always be the best means to promote student achievement. As Black, 

Harrison, Hodgen, Marshall and Wiliam (2005b) were careful to note: 
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We do not claim that formative assessment leads to improved 

student achievement in all classes, with all teachers on all 

occasions. [é] Our claim is that formative assessment in 

general is an effective intervention, although we do not 

underestimate the difficulties in translating the theory into 

practice. (p. 7) 

  

All of these critiques of FA show how different researchers have perceived FAôs 

effectiveness and usefulness. These debates demonstrate that, like many other 

educational reforms, more attention from researchers is needed if FA is to reach its 

maximum benefit. The present research study aims to contribute to this end by 

exploring Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA.  

3.15 Perceptions of formative assessment 

The following sections will examine the literature which has discussed perceptions of 

FA. This study relies upon the definition of perception, as defined by Neisser (as cited 

in Hayes, 2000): óan active cycle of cognitive activities which are directly concerned 

with making sense out of experienceô (p. 59). Perceptions are cyclic because they are 

ódirected by what we expect to find as well as what we have already foundô (p. 59). 

Neisser (as cited in Hayes, 2000) explained that óthe perceiver actively explores the 

perceptual world, picking up relevant information and ignoring that which is 

unimportantô (p. 59). In the current research study, the researcher anticipated that the 

student teachersô perceptions of FA would be effected by their experiences of 

implementing it during their school placements. Hence, the research questions were 

designed to engage with their evolving perceptions. That is, the first research question 

was interested in the student teachersô initial perceptions of assessment and FA, while 

later research questions sought to explore the student teachersô perceptions of FA after 

their implementation of FA strategies.  

3.15.1 Teachersô perceptions of assessment and formative assessment in particular 

Torrance and Pryor (1998: 21) conducted a study to obtain teachersô perceptions of 

assessment. Their (1998: 21) aim was to know how teachers perceived assessment, how 

they tended to practise assessment in classrooms and how they used that data further. 

The results from their study showed that the teachers described assessment as a practice 

that is separate from teaching, and as an activity that is done to obtain data, which is 

then provided to other people, rather than information used by the teacher or the 

learners. Assessment was perceived as a practice that has negative effects, rather than 
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positive effects, on the learners (Torrance & Pryor, 1998: 43). It is worthwhile to note 

that, even after FA was promoted in the UK post-1988 (Gipps, McCallum, Hargreaves 

& Pickering, 2006: 48), ten years later, teachers were still describing assessment 

summatively.  

 A study conducted in 2000 by the England Qualifications and Curriculum 

Development Agency (QCA) focused on teachersô perceptions of FA. In this study, 

Neesom (2000), on behalf of the QCA, examined teachersô perceptions of FA through a 

questionnaire. Neesom investigated what features of FA teachers perceived as valuable; 

how frequently it was applied in the classroom; and how supportive the administrative 

staff were regarding the implementation of FA. Neesom (2000: 4) reported that the 

teachers in the study perceived FA to have numerous benefits in relation to learning; FA 

was perceived as a basic factor in improving the quality of teaching and learning. In 

relation to teachers, FA was perceived to help teachers to know the difficulties that 

pupils faced; it fostered teamwork; and it helped to check pupilsô progress. In relation to 

pupils, they perceived that FA helped students to become independent learners, as it was 

perceived to raises their self-confidence and motivation (Neesom, 2000: 4). Most 

teachers, however, were not sure about the differences between FA and summative 

assessment (Neesom, 2000: 4). Many teachers perceived FA as something extra to do, 

rather than an integral part of teaching and learning (Neesom, 2000: 4). Moreover, the 

teachers in the study perceived FA as time consuming, and they also perceived that the 

number of pupils in the classroom could be a problem (Neesom, 2000: 5-6). According 

to this study, the teachers also perceived that parents did not seem to be sure about how 

to interpret FA information that they received about their childôs progress (Neesom, 

2000: 6). Finally, the teachers felt that FA training is necessary for better practice and 

understanding (Neesom, 2000: 7). This relates to James and Pedder (2006b: 28), who 

argued that a fundamental change in teachersô perceptions about classroom assessment 

and the nature of teaching and learning is important in order to be able to implement FA 

effectively. Thus, developing better teacher-training programmes is vital to improving 

the implementation of FA. 

  A more recent study conducted by Sach (2012) investigated teachersô 

perceptions of FA in order to explore the ways in which FA helps to raise pupilsô 

performance. Using quantitative and qualitative methods to conduct the study, Sach 

(2012: 261) suggested that teachers perceived FA to be helpful in enhancing pupilsô 

learning. However, Sach (2012: 261) reported that in relation to FA, óteachers were less 

confident than they claimed to be in putting actual strategies in placeô (p. 261). The 
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findings also revealed that the teachersô perceptions were affected by the year group that 

they were teaching (Sach, 2012: 268). Sach (2012: 268) further found that the years of 

teaching experience held by each teacher also affected their perceptions of FA: 

óteachers with over 20 years of experience had the highest overall ranking in relation to 

this perception statement [óall children can make progress in learningô] and teachers 

with 0ï3 years of experience had the lowestô (p. 268).  

These studies show the importance of obtaining the teachersô perceptions of 

assessment and FA in particular. These perceptions are essential if we are serious about 

developing classroom assessment practices. Moreover, teachersô perceptions regarding 

assessment and FA might be useful in formulating better teacher-training programmes 

that addresses teachersô as well as student teachersô needs. As Bennett (2011: 5) argued, 

it is essential to invest time and support to help teachers to develop better practices of 

FA and to enable FA to be óconceptualised as part of a comprehensive system in which 

all components work together to facilitate learningô (p. 5). In order to do this, it is 

crucial that we think formatively. Obtaining teachersô perceptions regarding assessment 

and FA are data which might be useful in starting this process of development.  

3.16 Research studies about student teachersô perceptions of FA 

The researcher used the words: perceptions, conceptions, views, understanding, value, 

student teachers, trainee teachers, preservice/pre-service teachers, formative assessment 

and assessment for learning to search for previous studies which have been conducted to 

explore student teachersô perceptions of FA. The results from this search found over one 

hundred studies that were conducted with student teachers and related to assessment. 

The researcher considered all of the studies that were interested in how student teachersô 

perceive FA as a learning tool in the classroom. Twenty-seven of the one hundred 

studies were relevant. As the researcher was interested in student teachersô perceptions 

of FA, studies which did not consider FA were excluded. Studies that were related to 

student teachersô perceptions of assessment as a whole in specific subjects, which did 

not include English, were excluded. Studies that focused on preparing teachers, rather 

than eliciting their perceptions about FA were excluded as well (Otero, 2006; Carmona, 

Stroup & Davis, 2006; Morrison, 2005). Studies that examined the gap between how 

student teachers are trained regarding assessment and the policy aim of teachersô 

implementation of FA in schools were also excluded  (Mitchell, 2006). 

 There were seven studies which focused, to some degree, on student teachers 

and FA. Two of these seven studies were mainly about student teachersô conceptions 
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and understandings of FA (Keen, 2005; Taber, Riga, Brindley, Winterbottom, Finney & 

Fisher, 2011) and these will be discussed in detail below. The five remaining studies, 

which will also be discussed below, were related to student teachersô perceptions of FA 

in a more indirect way: three of them were related to student teachersô practices of FA 

(Brandom, Carmichael & Marshall, 2005; Cowan, 2009; Luttenegger, 2009); and two 

were related to student teachersô perceptions and practices of assessment, which 

included FA (Eren, 2010; Winterbottom et al., 2008).  

 Erenôs (2010) and Winterbottom et al.ôs (2008) research studies were conducted 

to find out what classroom assessment practices were valued by student teachers, and to 

what extent their teaching made use of these values. Both of these studies were 

interested in the gap between value and practice. In particular, they explored student 

teachersô perceptions about FA as well as summative assessment. Both studies 

investigated how student teachers valued both types of assessment, and which of these 

types of assessment they practised most frequently in their classrooms.  

 Both Eren (2010) and Winterbottom et al. (2008) relied upon James and 

Pedderôs (2006a) study on teachersô perceptions of assessment. Eren (2010) and 

Winterbottom et al. (2008) made use of James and Pedderôs (2006a) survey, which 

divided teachersô perceptions of assessment into three components: ómaking learning 

explicit, promoting learning autonomy and performance orientationô (p. 129). Making 

learning explicit means gathering data and acting based on the data obtained, and 

working with pupils to improve learning; promoting learning autonomy means helping 

pupils to be independent learners through self- and peer-assessment; and performance 

orientation means supporting pupils by using closed questions and marks so that they 

can reach the curriculum goals (James & Pedder, 2006a: 122-123). The first two 

dimensions ð making learning explicit and promoting learning autonomy ð are related 

to FA, while the third dimension, performance orientation, is related to summative 

assessment (James & Pedder, 2006a: 123-124). The first two dimensions were based on 

the five elements formative assessment: sharing the learning outcomes, questioning, 

feedback, peer- and self-assessment (James & Pedder, 2006a: 110). 

 Erenôs (2010: 27) study, which explored student teachersô perceptions of 

formative and summative assessment, found that Turkish student teachers valued a 

constructivist approach to learning, making learning explicit, and promoting learning 

autonomy more than they applied in their classrooms. On the other hand, they applied 

the traditional teaching approach and performance orientation more than they valued. In 

other words, they seemed to value FA more than summative assessment, but they 
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tended to practise summative assessment more than FA. Winterbottom et al.ôs (2008: 

197-198) findings showed that student teachers valued promoting learning autonomy, 

using open questions, using formative feedback, peer-assessment, self-assessment and 

open discussions based on success criteria and critical thinking. However, similarly to 

Eren (2010), Winterbottom et al. (2008: 193) found that the student teachers valued 

promoting learning more than they practised it, while they practised performance 

orientation more than they valued. Winterbottom et al. (2008: 205) also found that there 

was a significant gap between value and practice for student teachers, which they did 

not find with qualified teachers. They (2008: 205) argued that they anticipated the gap 

between value and practice amongst student teachers, as it might be the result of limited 

school placement time and other restrictions, which may have hindered the student 

teachers from implementing what they valued. The fourth research question in the 

current study is not interested in the gap between value and practice; rather, this 

research questions seeks to discover the student teachersô perceptions about how their 

teacher-training programmes helped them in developing their professional practice of 

FA.  

 Taber et al. (2011: 181) explored student teachersô perceptions of assessment 

using interviews. Most of the student teachers involved in their study (2011: 176) 

described assessment as summative rather than formative. Although some student 

teachers reported that pupils did not care about the comments provided to them and they 

only became motivated when they saw their marks (Taber et al., 2011: 177), most of the 

student teachers thought that the pupils focused on feedback comments rather than the 

grade (Taber et al., 2011: 179). Taber et al. (2011: 178) found that when the student 

teachers were asked about FA, they described the five elements articulated by Black and 

Wiliam (1998b). Most student teachers thought that FA was a continuous assessment, 

which happened daily, and that FA contained feedback on written and verbal tasks 

(Taber et al., 2011: 179). The student teachers seemed to prefer FA more than 

summative assessment because FA was perceived to put less pressure on pupils, whilst 

also helping pupils to enhance their learning through feedback (Taber et al., 2011: 180). 

Most of the student teachers thought that lack of time, the excessive use of summative 

assessment and the number of pupils in the classrooms were the main obstacles that 

they faced when implementing FA (Taber et al., 2011: 180). What issues the student 

teachers in the present research study perceived as problematic were the focus of the 

fifth research question, which partially developed here: v) what are the challenges that 

the student teachers faced when applying formative assessment? 
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 Taber et al.ôs (2011) results indicated that the student teachers felt that their 

experiences during school placement did ónot match up to the ideals that are widely 

discussed in the academic and professional literature they read, and the official guidance 

issued to themô (p. 181). This shows not only a gap between theory and practice, but 

serious discrepancies in training which might foster disillusionment. Taber et al. (2011) 

concluded that assessment is an area of óprofessional learning [that] is difficult and 

challenging for many trainee teachersô (p. 182). It is interesting to note, however, that 

when given the chance to reflect on the issues regarding the gap between theory and 

practice, student teachers were able to do so. For example, Brandom et al.ôs (2005: 202) 

study showed that student teachers were able to reflect upon the issues of implementing 

FA, and they were able to identify the gap between value and practice in relation to FA 

when they were given the opportunity to do so. The third and fourth research questions 

engage with this research, as they ask the student teachers to reflect on their teacher-

training programme and its usefulness: iii) what do the student teachers do during their 

teacher-training programmes in connection with FA? and iv) do the student teachers 

think that their training programme is coherent and useful in helping them to develop 

their professional practice of FA? 

 The findings from all of the three previous studies, Taber et al.ôs (2011: 181), 

Erenôs (2010) and Winterbottom et al.ôs (2008), show that whilst student teachers might 

value certain theories in education, their particular circumstances and environments 

affect both their perceptions and the practices that they apply. Even if they value FA 

and have a full understanding of FA, their practices might not necessarily reflect that 

understanding because of particular circumstances, such as short school placement time 

and a need to pass their teacher-training programme.  

 Keenôs (2005) research study focused on student teachersô understanding of FA, 

and in particular, trainee English teachersô understanding of the use of writing in FA. 

Keen (2005: 241-242) found that the student teachersô ability to identify performance, 

strengths and points for development in their pupilsô work became more sophisticated 

and sensitive over time. Keen (2005) also found that the student teachers were more 

able to use data to adapt their teaching. This means that the student teachers use of FA 

might develop over time.  

 Cowanôs (2009: 71) research study compared the use of FA strategies during the 

school placements of two groups of student teachers: The first group was implementing 

FA at secondary schools, while the second group was implementing FA at primary 

schools. The findings showed that the student teachers who implemented FA at primary 
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schools were more enthusiastic, and they implemented more FA strategies than the 

student teachers who implemented FA at secondary schools (Cowan, 2009: 81). Cowan 

(2009) argued that according to the student teachers who were placed at primary 

schools, integrating FA óstrategies was seen as an important aspect of their normal 

professional practiceô (p. 81). The student teachers who implemented FA at secondary 

schools felt less confident than the other group of student teachers. Cowan (2009: 81) 

suggested that the concentration on tests in secondary schools may have contributed to 

this result. According to the student teachers at primary schools, lack of time was 

reported to be one of the main factors which hindered them from implementing FA. 

Another aspect which hindered student teachers when implementing FA was indicated 

in Lutteneggerôs (2009: 300) research study, which suggested that the lack of 

understanding about FA impeded student teachers from implementing FA in their daily 

teaching routine.   

 While there are very few studies on FA and student teachers, the findings from 

these research studies, which have been discussed above, are important because they 

provide an idea about how FA is perceived by student teachers and why it might have 

been perceived and implemented in certain ways. Moreover, these past research studies 

have been instrumental in helping the researcher to finalise some of the research 

questions. 

3.17 Research studies of assessment and FA in the Arabian region 

There have been some profiles and reports published on the history of assessment and 

the current system of assessment in different Arabian countries (for example, Al -Sadan, 

2000; Hargreaves, 2001; Vlaardingerbroek & Shehab, 2012). However, there have been 

only a handful of empirical research studies focused on assessment in the Arabian 

region. Thus, while there are many research studies about assessment and FA conducted 

in western countries, there has been a limited amount of research conducted on FA in 

the Arabian region. While some of these studies have been interested in studentsô and 

teachersô perceptions of assessment, this has only loosely included FA (Al-Kadri, 2011; 

Qassim 2008). In Oman, some researchers, such as Moheidat and Baniabdelrahman 

(2011) focused on self-assessment, but this is only one aspect of FA. Al-Kindyôs (2009) 

research study focused on year 12 English teachersô attitudes towards continuous 

assessment by asking if continuous assessment changed their ideas about teaching and 

learning. FA is continuous assessment, but continuous assessment is not always FA. As 

Black (1998: 117) has pointed out, continuous assessment is not necessarily FA, as this 
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assessment might lack effective feedback. Harlen (2000) also argued that assessment 

which is carried out continuously ódoes not necessarily mean that assessment serves a 

formative purposeô (p. 111).  

 In addition to the limited research on FA, there are almost no publications on FA 

in Arabic, and this may have contributed to confusion about what the term actually 

means. For example, Al-Rumaihôs (2009) unpublished MA thesis explored the 

effectiveness of FA in primary schools in Saudi Arabia, but the term FA was used 

interchangeably and confused with continuous assessment, which is a practice that has 

been more recently adopted in the Saudi primary schools, as discussed in the context 

chapter. The present research study is important because it is the first to focus on 

student teachersô perceptions of FA in the Arabian region.  

3.18 Teacher education 

3.18.1 Teacher education programmes and their issues 

The current research study is interested in student teachers and therefore teacher-

education is of vital importance. Teacher education is rooted in existing educational 

systems and it is partly conducted in schools (Snoek & Zogla, 2009: 13). Therefore, 

teacher education reflects the features and adheres to the rules of a national educational 

system (Snoek & Zogla, 2009: 13). The previous chapter explored the nature and rules 

of the Saudi educational system, but it is important to put this information in a wider 

context, as the nature of initial teacher-training programmes differs from one country to 

the next. For example, in Germany teacher education consists of two phases: the first 

phase takes place in the university, whilst the second phase is carried out in the schools 

and takes between 18 to 24 months (Viebahn, 2003: 89). In England, the most common 

two routes into teaching are through undergraduate and post-graduate education 

(Department of Education, 2013). If a person already has a degree, he/she joins a 

Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) course, but if a person does not have an 

undergraduate degree, he/ she can complete a bachelor of education/art/ or science with 

a qualified teacher status (QTS) course (Department of Education, 2013). Both 

postgraduate and undergraduate courses are provided by universities and colleges. 

These courses help the students to complete their initial teaching-training (ITT) course, 

which anyone who desires to teach must complete (Department for Education, 2013).  

The ITT course consists of 39 weeks, and around two-thirds of this time is spent 

working in schools (ARG, 1999: 9).  
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 The length of the programme also differs between countries. The following table 

shows the duration of teacher education programmes in several countries.  

Table 3- 2: Number of years of post-secondary education required to become a 

teacher in 2001 (OECD, 2005b: 107) 

 Primary 

education 

Lower secondary 

education 

Upper secondary 

education 

Austria 3 4 5 

Belgium 

(Wallonia) 

3 3 4½ 

Belgium 

(Flanders) 

3 3 5 

Czech Republic 4½ 5 5 

Denmark 4 4 6 

England & 

Wales 

4 4 4 

France 5 5 5 

Germany 5½ 5½ 6½ 

Greece 4 4½ 4½ 

Finland 5 5½ 5½ 

Hungary 4 4 5 

Iceland 3½ 3½ 4 

Ireland 3 4 4 

Israel 4 4 4½ 

Italy 4 7 7 

Netherlands 4 4 5 

Norway 4 4 6 

Portugal 4 5½ 5½ 

Scotland 4 4 4 

Slovak Rep. 4 5 5 

Spain 3 6 6 

Switzerland 3½ 4½ 6 

Turkey 4 - 4½ 
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The above table demonstrates that, in general, teacher education courses for secondary 

level have longer programmes than primary level. Teacher education programmes differ 

in length, and can reach up to seven years in some countries. In many countries, teacher 

education programmes require bachelor qualifications; others require a masterôs, such as 

in Finland and Portugal (Snoek & Zogla, 2009: 13). However, in other European 

countries, the level of qualification depends on the level of teaching: teacher 

qualifications for junior high are a bachelorôs qualification, and those for high school 

are a masterôs, such as in Flanders and the Netherlands (Snoek & Zogla, 2009: 13). In 

most European countries, people cannot teach without first obtaining a teaching license 

after a bachelorôs or masterôs degree (Snoek & Zogla, 2009: 13). The EU is currently 

exploring encouraging teacher education programmes to provide PhD courses (Snoek & 

Zogla, 2009: 13).  

 The OECD (2005b: 105) has noted that there is a tendency in many countries to 

increase the length of their initial teacher-training programmes (OECD, 2005b: 105). 

This tendency to have longer pre-service educational training programmes was a 

response to two issues: first, the expanded duties of, and demands on, teachers; second, 

a pressure which came from the belief that teaching qualifications needed to match 

those from other professions (OECD, 2005b: 105). While both of these are important 

concerns, longer initial teacher-training programmes often cost more money, while they 

do not necessarily promise better effectiveness (OECD, 2005b: 105). Adding on to the 

number of years in the teacher training-programme might, perhaps, even make the 

situation worse. For example, it might discourage people from working in the teaching 

profession, especially as teachersô salaries are often lower than other professions which 

take a similar amount of time to complete. However, it is still important to frequently 

evaluate teacher-training programmes, and the quality of those programmes, as this 

might help in maintaining and promoting their quality.  

 Menter et al. (2010) argued that óthere is little evidence of evaluative research in 

teacher educationô (p. 46). Additionally, Kirby, McCombs, Barney and Naftel (2006: 

25) pointed out that although research on teacher education is full of original theories, 

unfortunately, there is little substantial evaluation of teacher education. Otero (2006: 

254) argued that  
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preparing teachers is not a matter of determining whether our 

preservice teachers get it or they donôt. Instead, it is a project of 

finding out what they do know at various points in time 

throughout their teacher education so we can use this knowledge 

to inform our own methods for preparing teachers for further 

learning. (p. 254) 

 
 

Otero (2006: 254) suggested that teachers and teacher educators need to see themselves 

as learners who obtain, analyse and use data provided by their students, rather than 

tutors who provide information to their students. This would help them to reflect and 

enhance their studentsô learning. Otero (2006) suggested that in order to do this ótheory 

and practice should not be taught as separate entitiesô (p. 250). Otero (2006: 250) 

explained that teacher education programmes should provide the opportunity for student 

teachers to relate educational theories to their teaching practices and their previous 

experiences in away that makes sense to them.  The present research study seeks to do 

this by employing traditions of action research, which will allow the student teachers to 

implement new approaches as part of a self-reflective process. Linking theory to 

practice is in approach which has been seen to be very useful by many authors. This 

approach will be discussed in the following section.   

3.18.2 Theory and practice approach in teacher education  

The traditional approach in teacher education programmes has focused on providing 

student teachers with theory at the university, while there has been little attention placed 

on practice (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999: 4). As discussed in the context chapter, this 

traditional approach is the dominant method utilised in teacher-training programmes in 

Saudi Arabia.  Korthagen and Kessels (1999: 5) have suggested that teacher education 

programmes in many countries have continued to focus on theory without much 

emphasis on practice despite numerous research studies, which have indicated that the 

focus on theory and the lack of focus on practice have had negative effects on student 

teachersô practices. Moreover, this limited focus on practice might become problematic 

when student teachers actually begin their teaching career. As Ben-Peretz (1995) 

argued:  

 

The hidden curriculum of teacher education tends to 

communicate a fragmented view of knowledge, both in course-

work and in field experiences. Moreover, knowledge is ógivenô 

and unproblematic. These views of knowledge are likely to 

become quite problematic as teachers gain experience. (p. 546) 
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In other words, when information is provided to student teachers during their teacher-

training programmes, these theories seem to be straightforward and easy to apply. 

However, when these student teachers are asked to implement theories in the classroom 

as teachers, they tend to find it more complicated and difficult than they expected. A 

research study conducted in the late 1970s by the Konstanz Research Group in Germany 

showed that during their first year of teaching, new teachers are caught up in trying to 

adapt their teaching to existing practices at their school rather than applying the latest 

pedagogical theories of teaching and learning in their practice (Korthagen & Kessels, 

1999: 5). Because of this problem, Korthagen and Kessels (1999: 5) pointed to a study 

conducted by Brouwer in Netherlands in the late 1980s, which emphasised the 

importance of integrating theory and practice in teacher education programmes. Over 

the last few decades, relating theory to practice in teacher education has become of 

interest to many educators (Kessels & Korthagen, 2001: 21). Korthagen and Kessels 

(1999: 4) suggested that although the debate is often about whether to begin with theory 

or practice in teacher-training programmes, the real dilemma is about how to help 

student teachers to integrate theory into practice.  

 Exploring how can theory be integrated into practice in teacher-training 

programmes, Vreugdenhil (2005: 119) highlighted three problems: first, an 

understanding of a theory does not always lead to successful practice; second, pre-

service teachers cannot always utilise theories, which they have received, for their 

classroom practices; third, schoolsô contexts are different and they are not always 

suitable for certain theories, which may have been introduced during the teacher 

education programme (Vreugdenhil, 2005: 119). Another issue in relating theory to 

practice in teacher education programmes might be attributed to the experiences and 

perceptions that student teachers bring with them to these programmes (Ashton, 1999: 

213; Britzman, 2003: 70; Lortie, 2002: 56). Thus, how student teachers perceive and 

understand theories is heavily reliant upon their past individual experiences. Based on 

these suggestions from other researchers, it seemed crucial that the first research 

question ought to probe these current and past perceptions: i) what do the student 

teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by formative assessment more 

specifically?  

 Darling-Hammond (2008: 93) argued that in order to help student teachers to 

develop as teachers, teacher-training programmes need to: provide student teachers with 

the necessary knowledge; offer student teachers the opportunity to apply what they have 
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learned; and enable student teachers to reflect upon their work (Darling-Hammond, 

2008: 93). This type of teacher education can neither take place solely at the university 

nor can it be divorced from practice (Darling-Hammond, 2008: 93). Thus, Shulman 

(1998) pointed to the importance of perceiving teachers as professionals, as did John 

Dewey, who compared óprofessional education for teachers to the education of other 

professionals, especially physiciansô (p. 511). Building on this idea, Darling-Hammond 

(2008: 94) argued that schools, like teaching hospitals, need to be organised to train new 

professionals by constantly relating theory to practice.  

 A reflective process has been identified as a fundamental factor in linking theory 

to practice. Humphreys and Susak (2000) pointed out that the emphasis on a reflective 

approach was established by the work of Dewey and Schon, who encouraged an 

approach to learning which relied upon óthe integration of experience with reflection 

and of theory with practiceô (p. 79). Thus, many educators have designed models which 

emphasis reflection as a means to link the role of the university, which is theoretical, to 

the role of the school, which is practical (see for example Hutchinson and Allen, 1997; 

Korthagen and Wubbels, 2001; Vreugdenhil, 2005). This explains why many 

researchers have supported the use of a reflective approach in teacher education 

(Brookfield, 1995; Larrivee, 2000; van Manen, 1995; Schön 1983, 1987; Zeichner & 

Liston, 1987). 

  There are numerous models of the reflective approach in teacher education, 

which are important to consider here as the current study utilises a similar approach. 

Myck-Wayne (2007: 61) suggested that because researchers have different perspectives 

regarding the process of reflection, various models might be helpful in providing a 

foundation to identify the process of reflection in teacher education programmes. 

Hutchinson and Allen (1997: 226) argued that helping student teachers to reflect on 

their work might enhance their learning not only as student teachers but also throughout 

their teaching career. Hutchinson and Allen (1997: 226) designed a reflective process, 

which they called the Reflective Integration Model (RIM). Their (1997: 226) model 

consisted of four components: (i) pre-experience, (ii) experience, (iii) reflection and (iv) 

integration. The pre-experience component emphasises the theory and the skills, 

strategies and goal behind that theory (Hutchinson and Allen, 1997: 228). Hutchinson 

and Allen (1997: 229) suggested that in relation to the second component, experience, it 

is important to choose or design a context that serves the specific goal of the experience. 

Hutchinson and Allen (1997: 229) added that if the student teachers are well prepared 

for their experience, it is more likely that the goal will be achieved (Hutchinson and 
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Allen, 1997: 229). The third and most important component is reflection. Hutchinson 

and Allen (1997: 229) suggested that reflection helps student teachers to link theory to 

practice, because it enables the student teachers to re-evaluate their practices during 

school placement (Hutchinson and Allen, 1997: 230). Reflection can be done through a 

variety of techniques, such as reading, sharing experiences, discussing and observing 

(Hutchinson and Allen, 1997: 230). The integration component is employed by using a 

three-level approach: the student teachers first think about what they have learned; they 

then describe their experience; finally, they think about their experience in relation to a 

larger social context (Hutchinson and Allen, 1997: 231).   

 Unlike Hutchinson and Allenôs (1997) reflective model, which begins with 

theory and moves to practice, Korthagen and Wubbelsôs (2001) model begins the 

process of reflection with practice. Korthagen and Wubbels (2001: 44) explained the 

process of reflection by using what they called the ALACT model, which stands for: 1) 

action; 2) looking back on the action; 3) awareness of essential aspects; 4) creating 

alternative methods of action; and 5) trial. The ALACT model is an approach, which 

relied on the pre-service teachersô óown perceptions, their thinking and feeling about 

concrete teaching situations in which they were actively involved, and their needs and 

concernô (Korthagen and Wubbels, 2001, p. 45). 

Figure 3- 4: The ALACT model (adapted from Korthagen and Wubbels, 2001: 44)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The figure above shows the ALACT model, which Korthagen and Wubbels (2001: 45) 

argued was the most suitable description of the reflection process. According to 

Korthagen and Wubbels (2001: 45), theory ought to be introduced at the third stage of 

the process. This theory can be introduced by the supervisor, but it is important that it is 

related to the specific needs of each teacher/student teacher (Korthagen and Wubbels, 
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2001: 45). Thus, in the ALACT model, teacher-training programmes begin with school 

placement and then integrate theory into a practice which has already begun. In the 

present research study, ALACT model was particularly useful during the student 

teachersô school placement: that is, the student teachers in the present study were asked 

to constantly reflect upon and look back on their actions to consider what aspects of FA 

were useful and what was problematic before deciding what to apply the next time.  

 Vreugdenhil (2005: 119) also argued that linking theory to practice in teacher 

education can be done through a reflective process. Vreugdenhil (2005: 119) argued that 

the reflective process is based on three components: information, subjective theory and 

practice.  Vreugdenhil (2005) argued that 

 

reflection is oriented to each of the components: thinking about 

the essentials and structures of information, about oneôs own 

thoughts, ready knowledge, values, routines and emotions, and 

about the characteristics of practice. (p. 119) 

 

Vreugdenhil (2005: 119) provided a schedule to explain his idea: 

Table 3- 3: Vreugdenhil's schedule about the reflective process (adapted from 

Vreugdenhil, 2005: 119) 

Information   Subjective 

theory 

 Practice 

To take in  to open up  to experience 

to arrange/ 

prepare for use 
     to share  to work 

through  

(a situation) 

     

   to do/ to 

perform 

 

   to make/ to 

design 

 

     

  to reflect   

  to integrate   

 

Vreugdenhil (2005: 120) explained that the information component comprises of the 

theories and knowledge about how these theories are practised. The subjective theory 



  77 

includes the perceptions that the student teachers bring with them to the teacher 

education programme (Vreugdenhil, 2005: 121). It is important to note that these 

perceptions do not always match the theories which are introduced in training 

programmes. Vreugdenhil (2005) argued that educators need óadjust their objective 

information to the subjective theories of the student teachers, while the latter must be 

conscious of their innate theoriesô (p. 121). That is, student teachers need to be 

encouraged to criticise, correct and reconstruct these theories in a way which will best 

suit their needs (Vreugdenhil, 2005: 121). Moreover, student teachers must be prepared 

to accept new knowledge and perceptions by reflecting on their views and feelings 

towards certain classroom practices (Vreugdenhil, 2005: 121). Explaining the third 

component, which is practice, Vreugdenhil (2005: 122) compared student teachers to 

artists or craftsmen, arguing that student teachers need to adapt what they have learned 

to the different situations that they find themselves in. Vreugdenhil (2005) argued that 

 

 

the student teacher has to connect the selected information or the 

subject matter through the rearranged filter of his subjective 

theory with the characteristics of the real situation in which he 

will be teaching. In doing so, the gap between theory and 

practice can be bridged quite acceptably. (p. 122) 

 

Vreugdenhilôs (2005) model views theory and practice as richly intertwined via the 

perceptions and past experiences of the individual. This last model encourages student 

teachers to critically engage with and restructure theories in a way which best suits their 

needs. All of the three models of reflection, which have been discussed above, are 

similar in that they all encourage linking theory to practice through reflection. The latter 

two models, in particular, emphasise the individual and their perceptions, thoughts, 

feelings and experiences.  

 These three reflective models might help teacher educators to support their pre-

service teachers as they attempt to connect educational theories to their classroom 

practices. These models of reflection might also help student teachers to adapt what 

they have learned to the different situations by reflecting back on their practices. While 

all three of the reflective models begin with either theory or practice, the researcher 

developed a model for this study, which will be discussed in detail in the methodology 

chapter, which began with reflection. Because a research study seeks to discover, 

beginning with theory is not viable as this suggests, within the context of the present 

research study, that the researcher is teaching something in order to achieve a certain 
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end. Moreover, beginning with practice was also not possible, as this suggests that the 

researcher is merely observing what is already going on, and the purpose of this study 

was to explore student teachersô perceptions of FA, which is a new approach in Saudi 

Arabia. Therefore, beginning with reflection seemed to be the most suitable approach 

because it gave the researcher information about the student teachersô past experiences, 

whilst also providing the researcher with important information useful to introduce FA 

in a way that was suitable for a particular group of participants within a particular 

context.    

3.18.3 Teacher training and assessment  

Because the present research study is interested in both student teachers and assessment, 

it is important to consider what researchers have suggested in relation to teacher training 

and assessment. Rust (2002: 147) argued that more focus on assessment in the UK is 

crucial, as there are major inconsistencies in assessment practices. Despite this, 

however, there have been only a few research studies conducted worldwide which 

evaluate how effective teacher-training programmes are in developing student teachersô 

understanding and practices of assessment (Greenberg & Walsh, 2012: 4). A recent 

large-scale US study conducted by the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) 

showed that teacher preparation programmes actually did not teach much about 

assessment (Greenberg & Walsh, 2012: 18). These findings are supported by Stiggins 

(2002: 762). Greenberg and Walshôs (2012: 13-16) report about the NCTQôs review of 

a representative sample of teacher-training programmes and schools of education 

showed that: 

¶ Only 21% of the programmes in the sample adequately taught student teachers the 

basics of assessment. 

¶ Only 1% of the programmes in the sample adequately taught student teachers how 

to analyse assessment. 

¶ Less than 2% of the programmes in the sample adequately taught student teachers 

how to use the data to adjust and direct future instruction (Greenberg & Walsh, 

2012).  

 Stiggins (2010: 233) also argued that most teachers did not receive useful 

training regarding assessment, either during their teacher preparation programmes or 

during their careers. Stiggins (2010: 233) has suggested that this has been a problem for 

many years and, as a result, many teachers have not been able to develop some of the 
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important practices of assessment. In fact, in many places, assessment courses are not 

required for teachers as part of their certification (Schneider & Randel, 2010: 251). 

 The use of the word assessment literacy by some educators, such as Stiggins 

(1999: 198) and Popham (2009), might indicate how important it is for teachers to have 

adequate knowledge about assessment and how it affects their pupilsô achievement. 

While Schneider and Randel (2010) suggested that óproficiency in assessment is 

considered an area of importance for highly skilled teachersô (p. 251), Stiggins (2010: 

233) has argued that raising pupilsô achievement is related to how teachers handle their 

classroom assessments to support learning. Popham (2009: 4) further argued that an 

educatorôs lack of knowledge regarding classroom assessment would affect the quality 

of education negatively. Therefore, teaching assessment in teacher education 

programmes needs to be considered in order to raise achievement and promote learning 

(Stiggins, 2010: 233). In Finland, for example, which is famous as one of the most 

successful educational systems in the world (Sahlberg, 2012: 1), there is a high-level 

system, which is used to train student teachers in the use of assessment (Greenberg & 

Walsh, 2012: 4). 

  Schneider and Randel (2010: 521) have recommended stand-alone assessment 

courses in teacher-training programmes, instead of an integrated topic of assessment; 

they argued that this would help teachers to master assessment. Andrade (2010a: 348) 

emphasised that teaching student teachers about the different purposes of different types 

of assessments is essential, in order to develop their understanding about which type of 

assessment is appropriate under certain circumstances. For example, Harlen (2005: 220-

221) has argued that providing courses about assessment is essential because it helps 

teachers to distinguish between summative and formative assessments; it helps to 

develop teachersô skills in interpreting the pupilsô results of FA; and it helps teachers to 

adjust their instructions based on the information that they have received. 

 Mitchell (2006) suggested that óstudent teachers are at the intersections of 

perhaps four communities of practice in relation to assessmentô (p. 188): first, student 

teachers have experienced classroom assessment as pupils; second, as students they are 

assessed by a higher education criteria; third, as pedagogues, they are introduced to 

theories of assessment; and finally, as schoolteachers, during their school placements, 

they are observing how other teachers are assessing pupilsô work. Mitchell (2006: 188) 

emphasised that teacher educators need to recognise that these four different situations 

create tension and confusion amongst student teachers, which might affect their 

practices of assessment negatively.  
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 Similarly, the ARG (1999: 9) argued that student teachersô previous experiences 

in schools might lead them to perceive assessment as summative rather than formative. 

The ARG (1999) found that educational systems are often more interested in pupilsô 

levels of achievement, rather than making use of data in order to make suitable 

decisions in the classroom. Because of this, they recommended that more attention be 

given to AFL in teacher-training programmes (ARG, 1999: 9). Mitchell (2006: 189) has 

suggested, however, that although considerable work has been published in the UK 

regarding the effectiveness of FA and its implementation in schools, little is known 

about how teachers, and especially how student teachers, can actually improve these 

strategies.   

3.18.4 The importance of preparing teachers and student teachers to implement 

FA  

Many educators have highlighted the importance of providing professional preparation, 

for both student teachers and teachers, in relation to FA (Andrade, 2010a: 348; Harlen, 

2005: 220-221; Heritage, 2007: 142; Mitchell, 2006; Morrison; 2005; Sadler, 1998: 82; 

Schneider and Randel, 2010: 252; Wiliam, 2007: 187). While Andrade (2010a: 348) 

discussed the need to train teachers to implement FA, and to assess them regarding their 

knowledge about FA, Schneider and Randel (2010: 252) have also emphasised the 

necessity of training teachers to practise FA. They (2010) suggested that teachers who 

are not provided with adequate training in FA ómay measure low-level skills in their 

content areaô (p. 252). Despite this emphasis on the importance of FA training, 

Luttenegger (2009: 300) has found that student teachers are not prepared to implement 

FA. 

 Heritage (2011) suggested that the effective implementation of FA ódepends on 

the knowledge and skills of teachers to implement this approach in collaboration with 

their pupilsô (p. 19). Heritage (2007) highlighted the following types of knowledge that 

teachers need in order to understand FA: ó1) domain knowledge; 2) pedagogical content 

knowledge; 3) knowledge of previous learning; and 4) knowledge of assessmentô (p. 

142). Heritage (2007: 144) identified the following types of skills that teachers need to 

master in order to understand FA: 1) an ability to create a classroom environment that 

allows for successful assessment; 2) an ability to teach the students to assess themselves 

and others; 3) an ability to interpret evidence obtained from assessment; and 4) an 

ability to adapt teaching to fill the gap. Heritage (2007: 145) added that these types of 

knowledge and skills, which teachers must know in order to understand FA, are not 
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enough for the successful implementation of FA. In addition to all of the above, 

Heritage (2007: 145) argued that teachers also need to have a suitable attitude towards 

FA; they need to acknowledge the important role of FA in teaching and learning; and 

they need to recognise how vital FA is in obtaining important data about pupilsô 

learning (Heritage, 2007: 145). Heritage (2007) explained that óteachers must view 

formative assessment and the teaching process as inseparable and [they] must recognize 

that one cannot happen without the otherô (p. 145).  

 Despite the importance of preparing teachers to implement FA, this is not an 

easy process and it is often focused on teachers rather than student teachers. For 

example, Wiliam (2007: 187) argued that it is beneficial to focus FA training on 

teachers who are already teaching in schools. Because it is difficult for existing teachers 

to change their teaching practices, Wiliam (2007: 196) suggested some methods which 

might help teachers to effectively implement FA. He (2007: 196) argued that most 

teachers who tried to implement more than three FA techniques at the same time failed 

and went back to what they had been doing previously. In the long-term, teachers who 

took smaller steps and were gradually making changes were those who were able to 

successfully adapt their teaching to include FA practices (Wiliam, 2007:196).  

 While Wiliam (2007) suggested more time was necessary in training teachers to 

better implement FA, he also admitted the difficultly in changing the practices and 

habits of experienced teachers. Perhaps this highlights the need to focus FA training on 

student teachers rather than teachers, as student teachers are young, open, and they are 

enthusiastic and willing to learn and practise new ideas. Whilst good penmanship can be 

easily taught, improved and corrected when one is learning to write, it is not so easily 

relearned or adapted after habits of writings have been formed. Therefore, training 

student teachers to embed FA in their teaching practices might not be as difficult or 

timely a process. The present research studyôs six research questions are interested in 

obtaining student teachersô perceptions, as this might help us to better understand how 

to successfully implement FA into teaching practices.  

   

3.19 Chapter summary 

Numerous key points have appeared from the review of literature on formative 

assessment and teacher training. First, this chapter began by clarifying the terms 

formative assessment and assessment for learning. The evolution of assessment and FA 

was discussed, as well as the nature, elements, advantages and complexity of FA. 

Previous research has demonstrated that FA is a very important approach in teaching 
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and learning. While the meaning and process of FA is debated amongst researchers, it is 

still recognised by many researchers as an important approach in helping to raise pupilsô 

achievement. As discussed above, FA does not contradict with summative assessment, 

and both types of assessment are essential for classroom learning.  

 Many researchers have suggested that FA is best utilised in a constructivist 

environment, where a student-centred approach is applied and more teacher-student 

interaction takes place. While the constructivist perspective has been recently adopted 

by the Saudi educational system, summative assessment still remains dominant and FA 

has been overlooked. Why FA has been neglected is not quite clear, as FA might be 

both suitable and beneficial for the new curriculum in Saudi Arabia, which emphasises 

problem solving, analysis and research. However, before assuming that FA will be 

widely accepted, it is important to obtain Saudi teachersô perceptions of FA after 

implementing it in their classrooms.  Because, as discussed above, there has been little 

focus on student teachersô perceptions of FA in previous literature, and no studies on 

student teachersô perceptions of FA in the Arabian region, this current research project 

focuses on a group of Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA.  

 Moreover, as discussed in this literature review, assessment ð which is an 

essential aspect of teaching and learning ð is often not an essential part of teacher-

training programmes. Because of this, more attention needs to be paid to assessment and 

FA. Teachersô and student teachersô perceptions regarding assessment and FA are very 

important to consider when designing teacher-training programmes. Obtaining student 

teachersô perceptions might help those who are developing teacher-training 

programmes, as they may suggest what teachers need in order to develop their 

understanding of assessment and FA. Moreover, these perceptions will help educators to 

know the difficulties that teachers and student teachers might face and how these 

difficulties might be overcome. This research study is important as it draws attention to 

the need to develop current teacher-training programmes to help student teachers to be 

more confident when applying FA strategies. As the review of literature has shown 

here, research on FA tends to debate the termôs meaning and its effectiveness; more 

research studies need to address how FA can be implemented into classroom practices 

and how FA can be taught in teacher-training programmes. Obtaining student teachersô 

perceptions, this project suggests, is an important way in which to do this. 
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Chapter Four 

Methodology 

4.1 Introduction  

The aim of this study is to explore a sample of Saudi student teachersô perceptions about 

formative assessment. In order to do this, this study adopted a mixed method approach 

and drew upon work associated with traditions of action research. Data was collected 

through a variety of ways: interviews, questionnaires and observations, which were all 

conducted over a period of time while the researcher worked closely with the student 

teachers.  

 This chapter will explain what methods were used to conduct this study and how 

and when they were used; it will also describe the procedure of data collection. First, 

this chapter will revisit the research questions before discussing the rationale behind 

using mixed methods and action research. After this, each instrument used in this 

research study will be considered. Explanations of how the researcher drew upon and 

developed methods from other sources will also be presented. Finally, ethical issues will 

be discussed. 

4.2 Scope of the research 

Given the lack of empirical evidence found in research literature about student teachersô 

perceptions of FA, this study set out to explore Saudi student teachersô perceptions in 

relation to FA in order to find out how FA might be perceived and practised over a 

period of time. This study is unique in that it sets its focus on student teachers rather 

than teachers and it is conducted in a context where summative assessment currently 

predominates assessment methods. 

 As discussed in the literature review, this study was designed to explore the 

following research questions: 
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i) What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

ii) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment can help school students to 

make progress? 

iii) What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

iv) Do the student teachers think that their training programme is coherent and useful in 

helping them to develop their professional practice of formative assessment? 

v) What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying formative 

assessment? 

vi) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and 

why? 

In order to address the above six research questions, a mixed methods research design 

using both quantitative and qualitative methods was used. The researcher also drew 

upon traditions of action research. While the main participants were student teachers, 

tutorsô perceptions were also obtained. The researcher designed and developed the 

research methods to be related to each other to certify a fully integrated research design. 

Moreover, the use of mixed methods and data triangulation helped to ensure validity 

and reliability. 

 Five instruments were utilised in this study: first interviews, observations, 

questionnaires, second interviews and tutorsô interviews. Each method helped to 

partially answer some or all of the research questions. Data was collected over a period 

of time. The first semi-structured interviews were conducted before school placement 

and helped to obtain the student teachersô perceptions about assessment as a whole and 

FA in particular. These interviews were followed by classroom observations, which 

were conducted by the researcher during school placement. After school placement, 

three instruments were conducted with different participants: the questionnaires and the 

second interviews were applied with the student teachers, and another semi-structured 

interview was conducted with the tutors. The questionnaires were designed for two 

purposes: to conduct a direct comparison between the student teachersô perceptions 

before and after their school placements, and to provide preliminary insight into the 

student teachersô perceptions regarding FA. The second semi-structured interviews were 

designed to obtain a more in-depth understanding of the student teachersô perceptions 

expressed in the questionnaires, and to explore the student teachersô perceptions about 

further issues surrounding the practice of FA.  
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4.3 Rationale for using mixed methods 

Before there can be a discussion of the instruments used in this research study, it is 

important to have an understanding of the wider theoretical issues and the researcherôs 

rationale for using a mixed methods approach whilst also utilising traditions of action 

research. Bryman (2012) has suggested that over the last decade, the use of a mixed 

methods approach has been widespread, especially in social research, and it appears that 

this strategy helps óthe various strengths to be capitalized upon and the weaknesses 

offset somewhatô (p. 628). Creswell, Plano, Clark, Gutmann and Hanson (2003: 211) 

have argued that while all research methods have their limitations, using a mixed 

method approach helps to minimise the disadvantages that are present when only one 

method is used. Creswell et al. (2003) defined a mixed method approach  

 

the collecting or analysis of both quantitative and/or qualitative 

data in a single study in which the data are collected 

concurrently or sequentially, are given a priority, and involve 

the integration of the data at one or more stages in the process 

of research. (p. 212) 

 

Bryman (2006: 97) has argued that a mixed method approach can be used in different 

ways. He (2006: 105-107) further suggested that a mixed method strategy could be used 

for many reasons: i) triangulation, which increases validity; ii) helping to increase the 

strengths and decrease the weaknesses of the quantitative and the qualitative method 

when both are used together in one study; iii) when a more comprehensive answer to the 

research questions is needed; iv) when the quantitative and the qualitative approaches 

are needed to answer different research questions; v) when one approach is used to 

explain the results obtained from the other; vi) for credibility, which means that 

applying both approaches would give more credibility to the data collected; vii) 

obtaining different perceptions from different groups of people using quantitative and 

qualitative approaches to allow the researcher to understand the perspectives of the 

participants. All of these reasons explain why the researcher employed a mixed method 

approach in this research study. Hence, a mixed methods approach using interviews, 

observations and questionnaires was adopted in order to explore the student teachersô 

perceptions about assessment as a whole and FA in particular. This included whether 

the student teachers perceived that FA helped the pupils to make progress and whether 

FA should be implemented in Saudi schools. Furthermore, it contained what the student 

teachers did during their teacher-training programme in connection with FA, including 



  86 

the challenges that they faced, and how they perceived their teacher-training programme 

to relation to FA.  

4.4 Rationale for utilising action research  

According to Elliottôs (1991) ówidely citedô definition,  

 

the fundamental aim of action research is to improve practice 

rather than to produce knowledge. The production and utilisation 

of knowledge is subordinate to, and conditioned by, this 

fundamental aim. (Elliott, 1991, p. 49; 2007, p. 203) 

 

As this definition suggests, action research is more concerned with óactionô and change 

rather than the production of knowledge. Although the aim of this study was not to 

improve the student teachersô practice of FA during their school placements, the 

researcher was interested in the student teachersô perceptions of their practice of FA 

rather than their knowledge of FA. Because of this, the researcher drew upon the 

traditions of action research to conduct the current study.   

Robson (2011: 188) suggested that action research is used when the researcher 

desires to instigate a certain change. This is, of course, not to suggest that the researcher 

wanted the student teachers to practise FA in particular ways. Rather, the researcher 

wanted to know what issues and perceptions the student teachers had about FA, which 

is widely valued in other contexts, in a Saudi Arabian context. In order to explore these 

perceptions, the researcher had to introduce FA at the beginning of the study and 

discuss it with the participants throughout the study. This is because FA was a new 

approach for the participants, as it did not seem to have been part of their teaching-

training programme or their previous educational experiences. Ernie Stringer (as cited 

in Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003: 14) suggested that in action research 

the researcherôs job would be to 

 

provide people with the support and resources to do things in 

ways that will fit their own cultural context and their own 

lifestyles. (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003, p. 14)  

 

 

Utilising an action research approach in this study was important because it helped the 

researcher to be able to do this whilst answering the overarching research question, 

which is exploring the student teachersô perceptions of FA.  
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 Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998: 23) argued that the common characteristics of 

action research involve cycles of óplanning a change, observing the process and 

consequences of the change, reflecting on these process and consequences, and then re-

planning, and so forthô (p. 21). Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) claimed that although 

these steps seem to be taking place in a certain sequence, óin reality the process is likely 

to be more fluid, open and responsiveô (p. 21). The current study shared this cyclical 

approach of action research: FA was the change that was introduced to the student 

teachers before their school placements; the researcher then observed the student 

teachersô implementation of FA during their seven weeks of school placement. Before 

and after each observed lesson, discussions took place between the researcher and the 

student teachers in order to better understand and reflect on their perceptions of FA and 

their practices of FA. Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) suggested that action research 

aims to óhelp people change reality in order to investigate itô (p. 21). This aspect of 

action research helped the researcher as this study introduced changes to classroom 

practices in Saudi Arabia, through the implementation of FA, in order to investigate 

how FA would be practised and perceived by Saudi student teachers. It is important to 

note that reflection was a vital aspect of this study, and it was used right from the 

beginning of the current study in the first interview. The use of reflection will be 

discussed in detail in the following section (sec. 4.4.1).  

 Before school placement, the researcher explained and discussed FA with the 

student teachers on two occasions. FA was first briefly introduced to the student 

teachers during the first interview in which the researcher explained and discussed FA. 

After this, FA was later expounded upon in a two-hour session, in order to help the 

student teachers to obtain a better understanding of FA. The researcher introduced FA 

by using videos from other educators and researchers. The student teachers were then 

provided with the opportunity to discuss FA and come up with different techniques, 

which would help them to apply FA during their school placements. The researcher then 

recommended other resources of research to the student teachers.  

 During school placement, the researcher also promoted the student teachersô 

continual reflection on and discussion of their practices. Reason and Bradbury (2001) 

argued that action research 

 

seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, 

in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions 

to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the 

flourishing of individual persons and their communities. (p. 1) 
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At the beginning of their school placements, the researcher assembled the eleven 

student teachers and asked them to reflect on their practices in a group discussion. This 

was done in order to provide them with the opportunity to discuss the challenges that 

they faced when implementing FA for the first time, and to offer them a forum in which 

they could provide each other with suggestions and solutions to some of their problems. 

Unlike tradition lectures, this meeting was collaborative. While the researcher acted as 

more of a facilitator for these discussions, she did provide advice when she was directly 

asked. For example, the student teachers sought advice, during the one-to-one 

discussions between each student teacher and the researcher, which took place before 

and after each observation. These brief discussions were useful for the researcher to 

obtain a better understanding of the student teachersô perceptions of FA. The researcher 

conducted these conversations mainly through a series of questions. As the student 

teachers became more confident with the concept of FA, they seemed to rely less on the 

researcher.  

 Considering the relationship between the researcher and the participants, 

Brydon-Miller et al. (2003: 11) and Robson (2011: 188) described action research as a 

collaboration between the researcher and those participating in the research. This idea of 

collaboration was reflected when the researcher introduced FA to the participants, as 

described previously, and through the discussions between the researcher and the 

student teachers, as well as the discussions between the researcher and the tutors. The 

researcher avoided discussing the student teachersô work with their tutors because she 

did not want the participants to equate her with authority in their university. The student 

teachers in this study were asked by the researcher and their tutors to implement FA 

during their school placements. While feedback and support was provided to them when 

needed, the student teachers were encouraged to apply FA in a manner, which they best 

saw fit. Moreover, they were reminded that they had the option to quit the study at any 

time. One participant did quit during school placement because she thought that the 

practice of FA added more work and she felt that this might affect her other marks 

negatively. The rest of the group seemed excited about what they were doing and 

continued to be part of the study until the end of the project. The following table shows 

when the researcher drew upon action research traditions throughout the study, the 

purposes, the date and the total population. 



  89 

 

Table 4- 1: Summary of occasions when action research was utilised 

Time in 

relation to 

school 

placement 

Occasions 

where action 

research was 

Drew upon 

Purpose Date 
Total 

Population 

Before school 

placement 

Introducing FA 

very briefly 

during the first 

interview. 

In order to be 

able to obtain 

initial 

perceptions of 

FA.  

February 

2011 

11 student 

teachers 

Time spent 

explaining FA 

in each 

interview was 

10-15 minutes.  

Introducing FA 

in a separate 

session. 

Explanations, 

discussions and 

videos were 

part of this 

session. 

In order to 

provide a 

deeper 

understanding 

of FA and its 

five elements. 

February 

2011 

11 student 

teachers (whole 

group) 

120 minutes 

Introducing FA 

through 

telephone 

conversations.  

In order to 

provide a 

deeper 

understanding 

of FA and its 

five elements. 

February 

2011 

9 tutors 

Time spent 

explaining FA 

in each 

conversation 

was 120 

minutes. 

During school 

placement (1
st
 

phase: 

consisting of 

five weeks) 

Group 

discussion 

about initial 

experiences of 

implementing 

FA. 

In order to 

share 

experiences 

and challenges.  

March 2011 11 student 

teachers (whole 

group) 

90 minutes 

 

 One-to-one 

brief 

discussions 

before each 

classroom 

observation. 

One-to-one 

brief 

discussions 

after each 

To help the 

researcher 

understand and 

reflect on their 

practices. 

March 2011 11 student 

teachers 

11 observations 

22 discussions 

15-30 minutes 

for each 

discussion 
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4.4.1 The researcherôs approach to fostering reflection 

As researchers have suggested, reflection is an important element of action research. At 

all of the three stages of this research study, the researcher sought to foster reflection in 

order to better integrate theory and practice. Using the research instruments, the 

researcher developed a reflective model, which began with reflection rather than theory 

or practice. For example, the researcher began this study with individual interviews in 

which each participant was asked about her perceptions of assessment and by doing so, 

each student teacher was prompted to reflect upon her past experiences and perceptions 

of assessment. It is important to note that these perceptions were based on their previous 

experiences of assessment and not on any experience of consciously integrating a theory 

into practice. After this first interview, the theory of FA and its skills and strategies 

were explained in more detail in a group meeting. During this meeting, discussions took 

place in which the student teachers were asked to come up with different techniques 

about how to implement FA. Before moving to integrate this theory into practice, the 

researcher further encouraged the student teachers to reflect upon the theory through 

further reading and observing.  

 The second stage of the present research study was during school placement. 

The student teachers were asked, during their school placement, to implement FA in 

their classrooms. Before the student teachers were observed by the researcher, each 

participant was contacted by the researcher via telephone. These pre-observation calls 

were designed to allow the participants the opportunity to further discuss and reflect 

upon how they might integrate the theory of FA into practice. After each observation, 

the researcher had a discussion with each participant to further assess their perceptions 

classroom 

observation. 

During school 

placement (2
nd

 

phase: 

consisting of 

two weeks) 

One-to-one 

brief 

discussions 

before each 

classroom 

observation. 

One-to-one 

brief 

discussions 

after each 

classroom 

observation. 

To help the 

researcher 

understand and 

reflect on their 

practices. 

April and 

May 2011 

11 student 

teachers 

22 observations 

44 discussions 

15-30 minutes 

for each 

discussion 
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of their experiences, and to probe them to reflect more upon those perceptions and 

experiences. After their first experience of teaching and their first experience of 

integrating the theory FA into practice, a group reflection took place. During this 

meeting, the student teachers shared their experiences, which is an important part of 

Hutchinson and Allenôs (1997) reflective model, as discussed in the literature review.  

 Finally, after school placement, the student teachers were asked to reflect upon 

their perceptions of assessment and FA, and their perceptions of implementing FA in 

the classroom, through questionnaires and second interviews. As in the integration stage 

of Hutchinson and Allenôs (1997: 231) reflective model, these two research instruments 

asked the student teachers to think about what they had learned throughout the study, to 

describe their experiences, and to then think about their experiences in relation to a 

larger social context. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4- 1: The researcherôs reflective model 
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4.5 Participants 

4.5.1 First group of participants: student teachers  

This research study used purposive sampling. According to Babbie (2010: 193) 

purposive sampling provides the opportunity to choose the subjects based on the 

researcherôs information about population. Purposive sampling is a ósample selected 

because the individuals have special qualifications of some sort, or because of prior 

evidence of representativenessô (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996, p. 111). In this study, the 

participants were twelve Saudi Year 3 undergraduate female students. These students 

were enrolled on an English Language and Education course. It is likely that their ages 

were around twenty-one. Students from the top percentiles were chosen from a group, 

which consisted of eighty students. During school placement, the selected students were 

divided into groups by the university and sent to different schools. All the student 

teachers taught language classes where the level of the pupilsô achievement was good to 

average. The schools deliberately placed the student teachers in these classes. However, 

because the student teachers were teaching in different schools with different levels, 

some of these classes seemed to be performing at a higher level than others. None of the 

classes where the student teachers taught were below average.  

 The group of student teachers in this study were chosen for numerous reasons. 

First, the participants shared many qualities, which might help in obtaining more 

reliable data. In addition to this, Black et al. (2003) argued that the establishment of 

ógood formative assessment practices in classrooms requires that most teachers make 

significant changesô (p. 2). Numerous research reports suggest that it might be difficult 

for teachers who have been practising for some time to make substantive changes to 

their classroom practices. Thus, a group of trainee teachers was chosen because they 

had no prior teaching experience. They were young, open and most likely eager to learn 

new ideas. Moreover, focusing on student teachers might provide a long-term solution 

to training teachers to properly implement FA into their teaching practices. High 

attaining trainee teachers were chosen because they were more likely to be able to 

quickly understand the ideas and issues of FA. Finally, all participants were practising 

FA, as discussed above, in good or average classes. This was beneficial for the study 

because the results might have been skewed if the focus was on the less able, who might 

be struggling, or the more able, who might have achieved whatever they were asked 

under any circumstance. The final sample for analysis consisted of eleven student 

teachers. One of the student teachers had withdrawn from the group during school 
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placement, as mentioned above. The rest of the eleven student teachers did not seem to 

face any problems, and they were willing to be part of the study. 

4.5.2 Second group of participants: tutors 

The second group of participants were the tutors of the eleven student teachers. Before 

school placement, the researcher telephoned the nine tutors to explain both the research 

programme and FA. The tutors agreed to observe and support their student teachers 

while they were implementing FA during their school placements. Only tutors who 

were supervising the subjects of this study were chosen to participate. From the nine 

supervisors, six were interviewed. One was not asked to participate because the subject 

had withdrawn in the middle of the research study. Another tutor was not interviewed 

due to health problems. Finally, a third tutor refused to be interviewed. These six tutors 

supervised seven of the eleven student teacher participants in the study. Each tutor 

supervised one student teacher in the sample, except one tutor, who supervised two 

student teachers. 

 Of the six tutors who were interviewed, three of them were school English 

teachers, who had been teaching for more than ten years. The other three tutors were 

university tutors in the English Language Department. FA is not part of the Saudi 

teacher-training programme and student teachers are not generally asked to implement it 

in classrooms. All the supervisors in this study offered the participants the opportunity 

to implement FA during school placement. While the supervisors may not have been 

able to give sufficient feedback to the participants due to their lack of knowledge about 

FA, they appeared to support the students as much as they could.  

4.6 Pilot study 

A pilot study of the first interview was done in Arabic with two female participants. 

This Arabic translation was done by the researcher before the pilot study was run. The 

first participant was an education tutor who teaches assessment at one of the Saudi 

universities in Riyadh. The other participant was a former student teacher who had 

recently graduated. Some comments were obtained from the two participants about the 

translation, and ambiguous parts were revised and rewritten again. The translation was 

again revised by two native Arabic speakers. One of them is a native Arabic faculty 

member who works at King Saud University in Saudi Arabia as an English language 

tutor; the other one works as an Arabic language teacher in one of the secondary schools 

in Riyadh. The pilot study helped the researcher to clarify some of the interview 
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questions. Question number 3 and 2 were slightly altered. Question number 3 was 

initially: ñ3) From the following list about elements of assessment please specify 

which of these elements is taking place right now, which you think should take 

place, and which of these you have experienced yourself. Then please explain the 

intended purpose behind using those elements and their actual impactò. This was 

changed to: ñ3) From the following list please specify which of these elements are 

related to assessment. Then, please justify the process for applying each 

assessment element (i.e. explain the intended or perceived purpose for using each 

one)ò. Question number three was changed because the results of the pilot study 

showed that it was confusing for the participants and they found it too difficult to 

answer. Question number two initially was:  

ñNow please do the following.  

A) Explain the reasons behind choosing the statements in the first question.  

B) Do you think that some of these purposes of assessment (statements) are more 

important than others? Or do you think that they are equally important but 

applied differently at  different times with different people?  

C) If you think that some are more important than the others then please,  

I) According to importance: first rank the parts in general then rank the 

statements in each part.  

II) Explai n the reasons behind ranking the parts and the statements in each part 

that wayò.  

After the pilot study, question number two was changed to: 

 ña-Why did you choose those statements in particular? 

b-Could they be ranked according to importance? If yes please rank them starting 

from the most important to the least important? 

c-Choose the reason or reasons behind ranking them in this way:  

1-Because this is what school should be about.  

2-Relying on how often this purpose is used in classrooms by teachers.  

3-Relying on sequence (i.e. the first depends on the second and the second cannot 

be done unless the first one is done and so on).  

4-Relying on what you think is the best for pupilsô learning.  

5- Other reasonsò. 

These changes were made to question two because it made it easier for the researcher 

and for the student teachers to identify the reasons behind their ranking.  

 In order to check how effective and useful the observation schedule was, a pilot 

study was conducted.  This pilot study took place in the UK because FA is already a 

familiar approach to many teachers in the country. An English language teacher was 
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asked to be observed in her classroom. The purpose of this observation was explained to 

her in a telephone conversation. The observation schedule was then sent to her by email. 

This observation schedule was used to observe the English language teacher practising 

FA in her classroom. After this observation, some changes were made to the 

observation schedule: ñlearning objectivesò was changed to ñlearning outcomesò 

(Appendix 5) because outcomes better described what occurred in a particular lesson, 

while objectives seemed to relate to more long-term outcomes. When recording the 

number of times an evidence item was used, ñ11+ò was changed to ñ8-10+ò because the 

researcher found that ñ11+ò was often too much, while  ñ8-10+ò was more likely to 

occur, while also communicating the large number of instances that occurred 

(Appendix 5).  This pilot study also showed that discussions before and after the lesson 

were essential for the researcher to determine the student teachersô perceptions.  

 There were no pilot studies for the remaining instruments. This is because the 

questionnaire, the second interviews and the tutorsô interviews were all designed 

immediately after school placement.  

4.7 Data collection  

Data was collected from the beginning of February until the end of May 2011. It was 

collected within three main stages: before school placement, during school placement 

and after school placement. The following sections will show when and how data was 

collected at every stage. This will be followed by discussions about each method used 

for data collection.  

4.7.1 Before school placement 

The first stage, which was before school placement, took place at the university. The 

student teachers spent three weeks at the university, attending lectures and sessions. The 

researcher conducted two meetings and the first semi-structured interview with each 

student teacher during this first stage. The first semi-structured interviews with the 

student teachers took place in the university in February 2011. However, before 

conducting the semi-structured interviews, the researcher had an initial meeting with the 

participants. During this first meeting, the researcher introduced herself and explained 

what the study was generally about. The student teachers seemed to be excited to have 

the opportunity to learn about and implement FA. After obtaining the student teachersô 

agreements for participating, arrangements for interview meetings were made.  
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 The first semi-structured interviews took place during the first week of the 

second term. The timing of these interviews was helpful because university lectures and 

sessions had not yet begun. The interviews were conducted in a quiet setting, and the 

researcher asked each participant what language they would prefer to hold the interview 

in. Some of them preferred both English and Arabic during discussions, while others 

preferred Arabic only. The interviews were audiotaped.  

 During this first interview, the researcher first established the student teachersô 

perceptions of assessment as a whole before moving on to discuss FA with the student 

teachers. This was done in order to better understand what perceptions the student 

teachers held about assessment as a broad category. The researcher then had to explain 

the concept and theory of FA to them during this first interview. This was because this 

sample of Saudi student teachers had a lack of knowledge about FA, as it was not part 

of their university-based teacher preparation programme or their personal educational 

experiences. The researcher introduced FA and its five elements: sharing the learning 

outcomes, questioning, feedback, peer-assessment and self-assessment. After this, the 

researcher then moved on to obtain the student teachersô perceptions of FA.  

 It is important to note that whilst conducting the first interviews before school 

placements, it became clear to the researcher that the student teachers lacked knowledge 

regarding assessment types, which in turn affected their understanding of the statements 

regarding the purposes of assessment. The first-interview questions had been revised 

and piloted, as discussed above, before they were presented to the student teachers. 

Despite the fact that the first interview questions were piloted and revised accordingly, 

and the revised version was presented in both Arabic and English to the participants, the 

student teachers still had many queries regarding the meaning of the questions. The 

researcher therefore had to explain the questions and statements to the participants. In 

order to avoid influencing the student teachersô perceptions, these explanations were 

carefully provided: a stable tone of voice was used by the researcher, and explanations 

without commentary were given. Furthermore, the researcher repeatedly clarified that 

there were no right or wrong answers.  

 The student teachers appeared willingly and enthusiastic in these first 

interviews. Each interview took around sixty to ninety minutes. After their interview, 

each participant was asked not to talk about the interview with any of her colleagues 

because this might affect their perceptions. All of the participants appeared cooperative 

and agreed to do so. At the end of the interview, interviewees were thanked for their 

cooperation. 
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 After conducting the first semi-structured interviews, emails were sent to the 

subjects in order to arrange another group meeting, which would introduce FA. The 

second meeting took place in the second week of term. The student teachers appeared to 

be excited to attend this meeting and they seemed to want to know more about FA. This 

second group meeting lasted for two hours. Videos were used, and elements, techniques 

and issues of FA were explained in detail. Thorough discussions took place, and many 

questions were asked. After the meeting, all of the materials, which had been used, were 

sent to the student teachers by email. They were also emailed the observation schedule.  

 When the student teachers were assigned tutors for their school placements, the 

researcher contacted each of these tutors via the telephone in order to discuss the 

general aims of the study, to explain FA, and to find out if they were willing to observe 

their student teachers and participate in an interview post-school placement. During this 

conversation, it became apparent to the researcher that none of the tutors were sure what 

FA was. While the university tutors may have heard of the term and had some vague 

idea about what it is, it was a totally new and foreign concept to the schoolteachers. The 

research had to explain and discuss FA and its five elements during this conversation.  

   Another essential step done by the researcher before school placement was to 

obtain a supporting letter from the university. This letter asked school principals to allot 

the students teachers with one class rather than different groups. This request was made 

in order to help the student teachers build a rapport with the pupils. The researcher also 

felt that this would help the student teachers to implement FA in their classes without 

any interference from another English teacher, who might prefer traditional teaching 

methods and ignore the use of FA. The student teachers appeared to be happy with this 

request that the researcher made on their behalf. After their school placements, the 

student teachers perceived that this better enabled most of the pupils in their classes to 

become familiar with FA practices.  

4.7.2 During school placement 

4.7.2.1 The first phase 

The second main stage of the research was during school placement. There were two 

phases to this second stage. The first phase lasted for five weeks, and as Sunday is a 

working day in Saudi Arabia, Sunday was the based day during this first phase. The 

researcher arranged the timetables for observations during the first phase of school 

placement, which took place in March 2011. The first observations for each participant 
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took place in the first phase of school placement. Three subjects were observed on the 

first Sunday. These three student teachers were selected as they were all placed in the 

same school, and this made it possible for the researcher to observe them all on the 

same day. The researcher wanted to observe as many student teachers as possible on 

this first day, in order to be better prepared for the third group meeting in which all of 

the participants discussed their experiences. This third meeting was conducted at the 

university at the end of the first week of school placement. The positive and negative 

aspects that they perceived when implementing FA were discussed. This meeting lasted 

for ninety minutes.  

 The researcher telephoned every participant before their first observation. 

Thorough discussions took place about the lesson that they would be teaching. 

Feedback provided by the student teachers after this study suggested that ten of the 

participants thought that this conversation was helpful. The researcher made it clear that 

she was available for advice throughout the first phase. The participants were 

encouraged to communicate with the researcher by email, telephone or text if needed.  

4.7.2.2 The second phase 

The second phase, which was in late April and early May 2011, consisted of two full 

weeks of teaching placement. The second observation took place in the first week of 

this second phase. The third observation for each participant took place in the second 

week of this phase. During the second phase, the researcher again made it clear that she 

was available for advice. Three participants contacted the researcher to discuss their 

teaching preparation before the second and third observations took place. Pre-

observation discussions and post-observation discussions took place before each of the 

two observations in this second phase. All the observations and discussions were 

audiotaped. Each discussion lasted for about fifteen to thirty minutes. The researcher 

provided each student teacher with feedback and suggestions for further development 

when implementing FA. The observation schedule was only completed after the post-

observation discussion, and after the researcher listened to the audiotapes of the 

observation and discussion. 

4.7.3 After school placement 

After the researcher had observed each student teacher three times, interviews were held 

with their tutors. These semi-structured one-to-one interviews with the tutors were 

conducted in two places. The three schoolteachers were interviewed at the schools 
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immediately after the third observations took place. However, the three university tutors 

were interviewed at the university several days after school placement: one supervisor 

was interviewed three days after school placement, the other was interviewed ten days 

after school placement, and the third one was interviewed eighteen days after school 

placement. This was because there was some difficulty in arranging appointments with 

the university tutors to conduct the interviews. All of the six interviews were face-to-

face and audiotaped. Each interview lasted for about sixty to ninety minutes. All of 

them seemed to like the idea of FA, even though some of them were unsure that their 

student teachers had properly implemented FA. After school placement, there was still 

some confusion surrounding FA. For example, a university tutor was not able to 

differentiate between feedback and self-assessment. The purposes behind self-

assessment were not clear to her, therefore the researcher had to explain this. 

 After school placement, questionnaires were sent to the student teachers by 

email. The student teachers were asked to complete and return the questionnaire by 

hand. The researcher explained that some of their answers would be discussed in the 

second semi-structured interview. The participants were encouraged to ask any 

questions by using any means of communication if they needed to do so. However, only 

a few participants called and asked questions. During the second semi-structured 

interviews with the student teachers, it become apparent to the researcher that the 

student teachers had not read the first and the second questions of the questionnaire 

correctly. These questions were about assessment in general. The student teachers, 

however, had assumed that these questions asked about FA rather than assessment. It is 

not clear how they came to this conclusion, because FA was not mentioned in the 

question, and they had an Arabic translation. This confusion may have occurred because 

the overall research study, in which they had been participating, was focused on FA. 

This misunderstanding was resolved at the beginning of the second interview: 

participants were asked, now that the meaning of these questions was clarified, to 

review their initial responses to these first questions in the questionnaire and make 

additions or changes if needed. It is important to note that the researcher did not suggest 

or force participants to change their responses. Because the researcher and the 

interviewees had to go through their answers again, each interview lasted for about one 

and half to two hours.  

 The second issue, which became apparent to the researcher at the beginning of 

the second interview, was the student teachersô continued lack of knowledge regarding 

assessment as a whole. It seemed that there was still some confusion regarding the 
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statements about the purposes of assessment. In order to overcome this difficulty and to 

obtain their perceptions in relation to assessment, the researcher had to explain the 

statements to the participants. The researcher was careful not to influence their 

perceptions: as mentioned before, this was done by using a stable tone of voice, by 

providing them with explanations without any extra commentary, and by stressing that 

there were no right or wrong answers. After the student teachers appeared to understand 

the statements, they were able to clarify their initial responses to the questionnaire. This 

explains why the interview results differ, in some aspects, to the original questionnaire 

responses. It is these amended responses that are discussed in the results. 

 All of the interviews were audiotaped and conducted at the university in a 

private room for confidentiality and to ensure that there were no interruptions. These 

interviews were conducted in both English and Arabic. The student teachers were 

assured that it was acceptable to disagree with the researcher at any point. The 

researcher kept reminding each participant that the study was being carried out to obtain 

honest answers and not to please the researcher or locate areas of agreement.   

4.8 Data collection methods 

Data were collected from the first semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, 

questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and the tutorsô interviews. The following 

table displays these research methods, the purposes of conducting them, the date and the 

total population.  

Table 4- 2: Summary of data collection methods 

Time in 

relation to 

school 

placement 

Method Purpose Date 
Total 

population 

Before 

school 

placement 

1
st
 interviews Obtain 

perceptions 

about 

assessment as a 

whole and FA 

in particular, 

before 

implementing 

FA.  

February 2011 Student teachers 

11 interviews 

60-90 minutes 

During 

school 

placement 

Observations Help to obtain a 

deeper 

understanding 

of the student 

March, April 

and May 2011 

Student teachers 

33 observations 
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teachersô 

perceptions 

regarding FA. 

45 minutes 

After school 

placement 

Questionnaires 1) Conduct 

direct 

comparison 

between the 

student 

teachersô 

perceptions 

before and after 

school 

placement. 

2) Simple 

indication of 

their views, 

which they will 

be asked to 

explain in the 

second 

interview. 

May 2011 Student teachers 

11 

questionnaires 

2
nd

 interviews 1) Deeper 

understanding 

of their views 

presented in the 

questionnaires. 

2) To obtain the 

student 

teachersô 

perceptions 

about issues 

surrounding 

FA. 

May 2011 Student teachers 

11 interviews 

90-120 minutes 

Tutorsô 

interviews 

For data 

triangulation, 

and to obtain 

the tutorsô 

views about the 

student 

teachersô 

understanding 

of FA. 

May 2011 Tutors 

6 interviews 

60-90 minutes 
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4.9 First semi-structured interview conducted with the student teachers before 

school placement 

The researcher conducted the first semi-structured interview as one-to-one and face-to-

face interviews. In order to pre-empt confusion and misunderstanding, the first 

interviews were conducted in both Arabic and English. These interviews, which were 

tape-recorded, were conducted with the student teachers in order to obtain their initial 

perceptions about assessment as a whole and FA in particular. Perceptions from these 

first interviews were compared with later perceptions to show the developments and 

changes of the student teachersô perceptions in relation to FA. The first interview 

schedule helped the researcher to answer the first and the sixth research questions:  

 

i) What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

vi) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and 

why? 

During this interview, the researcher asked the student teachers to answer seven 

questions. The first question was about purposes of assessment, which were divided into 

three parts: learning, certification and quality assurance. These purposes of assessment 

were taken from Yorke (2008:10-11).  

 The items in questions three, four and five were based primarily on the 

researcherôs understanding of current literature, while also taking into account the 

educational practices in the current Saudi system. Although the first interview might 

appear to have used questionnaire style items in that the student teachers were provided 

with lists to examine and choose from, this process required considerable reflection as 

they were asked to engage with and comment upon their selection with the researcher. 

The interview was designed in this way because the participants were expected to have 

limited or no information about FA. Because of this, a generous amount of time was 

allotted for each interview.   

4.10 Observation schedule conducted during school placement 

The observation schedule was designed to observe all of the eleven student teachers 

while they were teaching in public female intermediate schools in Saudi Arabia during 

their school placements. Each participant was observed three times during school 

placement. They were observed once in the first phase of school placement, and twice 

in the second phase of school placement. All of the observed lessons were audiotaped. 
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The observation instrument that was used by the researcher was sent to the student 

teachers by email prior to their observations in order to clarify what the researcher 

would be observing. 

 The purpose of conducting the observation was not to judge the student 

teachersô performance, but to explore and understand their perceptions of FA. This was 

made clear to the student teachers throughout the study. The observations helped the 

researcher to answer the third and the fifth research questions:  

 

iii) What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

v) What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying formative 

assessment? 

 The observation schedule was mainly based on the elements of FA, which have 

been previously discussed in the literature review: sharing learning outcomes, 

questioning, feedback, peer-assessment and self-assessment. The observation 

instrument was designed relying on the observation schedule that appeared in the 

Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council document (Appendix 10) and Black and Jones 

(2006). The observation instrument used in this study was divided into eight columns. 

The elements of FA were laid in the first column. The key features of FA, which were 

adopted from the observation schedule that appears in the Sandwell Metropolitan 

Borough Council document (Appendix 10), were laid in the second column. The third 

column listed evidence items, which were also adopted from the observation schedule 

that appears in the Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council document (Appendix 10) 

and Black and Jones (2006). Some evidence items from the Sandwell Metropolitan 

Borough Council document were used, while other evidence items relied upon Black 

and Jones (2006). For example, evidence item 1.1.1 was adopted from the observation 

schedule that appears in the Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council document 

(Appendix 10), while 3.1.1 was adopted from Black and Jones (2006: 7). The evidence 

items, which were chosen from these two sources, were selected because they were 

thought to be more likely to happen than other practices, and because they were broad 

in their meaning. If the student teachers in this study used evidence items, which 

appeared beyond these two sources, the researcher noted them in her comments. One 

additional evidence item that was noted by the researcher was translating the learning 

outcomes in order to help the pupils better understand the objectives of the lesson.  
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 A fourth column was added to incorporate the researcherôs and the student 

teachersô perceptions of the use of evidence. This included both how they perceived 

they used the items and how useful the evidence items were for determining their 

practice of FA. These perceptions were recorded after the researcherôs discussions with 

each of the student teachers. The fifth column showed when evidence items took place 

during the class. This column was only used when certain evidence items were used at 

an unusual time. For example, if a student teacher shared the learning outcomes with the 

pupils at the end of the lesson instead of the beginning of the lesson, the researcher 

recorded the time the evidence item was used. Because this information was not always 

relevant, for example in regards to peer-assessment the time used in the lesson is often 

not important, this column was not used for all the elements. This column helped the 

researcher to analyse how effective the evidence item was and why it was done at a 

particular time.   

 The sixth column showed the number of times that each evidence item was 

employed. While this information was not used in the results, it was important data, 

which helped the researcher to discuss the student teachersô perceptions and also to 

know how their perceptions equated with what was actually done in the classroom. The 

seventh column showed the researcherôs and the student teachersô perceptions of the 

adequacy of the number of times that each evidence item was used. Obtaining the 

student teachersô perceptions was an essential step because this helped the researcher to 

avoid being an inspector. The eighth column was about the techniques used to 

implement FA in the classroom. This column allowed the researcher to note more 

specifically how evidence items were being used. For example, if a student teacher 

applied the ñno hands upò strategy, the researcher would record in the eighth column 

how this evidence item was applied.  The ninth and final column was used to record 

additional comments.   

4.11 Semi-structured interviews conducted with the tutors after school placement 

The tutorsô interviews were conducted as one-to-one and face-to-face interviews, at the 

end of school placement. Six of the eight supervisors agreed to be interviewed and 

audiotaped. As mentioned above, three of them were university tutors and three of them 

were schoolteachers. These supervisors had been observing the student teachers from 

the beginning of their school placements. Between these six tutors, they were 

supervising nine of the eleven student teachers who participated in the research study. 

The purpose of conducting these semi-structured interviews was to better understand 
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how the tutors perceived the student teachers were implementing FA. The tutorsô 

perceptions of the student teachersô understanding and ability to implement FA in the 

classroom helped to provide a context for the student teachersô perceptions. Although 

these interviews were not the main area of research, the tutorsô perceptions were 

important for data triangulation. 

 The tutors were asked to answer nine questions about the student teachers. Some 

of these questions were based on the same statements used in the student teachersô 

questionnaire, which was also conducted after school placement (for example, see 

PART 3, question 1, section C). Ten strategies of FA, which were used in the student 

teachersô questionnaire, were discussed with the tutors: 

 

1. Assessing students many times in the class. 

2. ñNo hands upò strategy, except for asking questions. 

3. Using more open-ended questions that provoke 

thinking. 

4. Helping students to be active learners (more student 

discussion and less teacher dominance). 

5. Declaring the learning outcomes in a clear way. 

6. Using success criteria for peer-assessment. 

7. Pupilsô self-assessment during or at the end of a 

lesson. 

8. Providing effective comments that initiate thinking 

and help pupils to overcome the difficulties that they 

are facing. 

9. No marks are used as feedback, only comments are 

used as feedback. 

10. Providing the opportunity for learners to respond to 

feedback either orally or written. 

 

Because the tutors seemed to have a limited and vague understanding of FA and its 

elements, the researcher had to explain these strategies. The tutors found that statement 

number three, ñusing more open-ended questions that provoke thinkingò, and statement 

number four, ñhelping pupils to be active learners (more pupil discussion and less 

teacher dominance)ò, were most likely to happen together. The researcher also observed 

this to be true. As a result of these observations, and to avoid confusion, these two 
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strategies were merged into one strategy. The second change was to display statements 

number eight, nine and ten under one heading called ñfeedbackò. This was an attempt 

by the researcher to help the tutors better understand the aim behind applying these 

three strategies. Finally, further explanations were added to clarify the meaning and 

purpose of each strategy when needed. The edited list now read: 

1. Assessing students many times during the class.  

2. ñNo hand upò strategy, except for asking questions.  

3. Using more open-ended questions that provoke thinking (make 

students talk more about their ideas and opinions, which helps them 

to participate more in lessons instead of just sitting and listening). 

This leads to helping pupils to be more active learners. More pupil 

discussion and less teacher dominance.  

4. Declaring the learning objectives in a clear way to pupils.  

5. Using success criteria for peer-assessment.  

6. Pupilsô self-assessment during or at the end of the lesson. 

 

Feedback 

7. Provide effective comments that initiate thinking and help the pupils 

to overcome the difficulties that they are facing. Comments should 

not only reflect the negative and positive aspects of the pupilsô work, 

but comments should go beyond that to guide the pupils in solving 

the problems that they have in learning.  

8. No marks are used as feedback. Only comments are used as 

feedback. 

9. Provide the opportunity for learners to respond to feedback orally or 

written.  

The tutorsô interviews helped to answer the following research questions:  

 

iii) What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

v) What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying formative 

assessment? 
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4.12 Justification for using a combination of a questionnaire and an interview after 

school placement 

In order to be able to compare and contrast the student teachersô perceptions before and 

after their school placements, it was essential to conduct a second interview. For this 

second interview, a combination of a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview was 

conducted. The questionnaire (Appendix 3) helped the researcher to have some 

indication of the student teachersô views, and the second semi-structured interview 

(Appendix 4) helped the researcher to obtain a more in-depth understanding of these 

perceptions. Bryman (2004: 452) suggested that a combination of both approaches 

might help a researcher to utilise the best advantages of both strategies, while reducing 

the disadvantages that might occur from using only one strategy. Bryman (2004: 452) 

also pointed out that studies conducted with a combination of both approaches have 

been increasing.  

4.12.1 Questionnaire conducted with the student teachers after school placement 

The student teacher questionnaire, which was conducted after school placement, was 

divided into five parts. The first part covered the purposes and elements of assessment 

as a whole and the advantages and the challenges of FA. These items were similar to the 

ones discussed in the first interview, which was conducted with the student teachers 

before their school placements. The similarity between the first part of questionnaire 

and the first interview helped the researcher to make a direct comparison between the 

student teachersô perceptions before and after school placement.  

 The second part of the questionnaire asked the student teachers to consider 

whether or not they perceived that FA can help school students to make progress. The 

third part asked the student teachers about how they perceived their teacher-training 

programme in relation to FA. This third part was divided into sections A, B, and C. 

Section A was about what the university programme provided the student teachers with 

in relation to FA, and how coherent and useful this was. Section B was about what the 

researcher provided them with in relation to FA, and how coherent and useful this was. 

Finally, section C was about what the student teachers did during their school 

placements.  

 The fourth part of the questionnaire was about the challenges that the student 

teachers faced when applying FA. The fifth and final part asked what the student 

teachers thought about implementing FA in Saudi schools. The questionnaire focused 

on all the research questions: 
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i) What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

ii) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment can help school students to 

make progress? 

iii) What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

iv) Do the student teachers think that their training programme is coherent and useful in 

helping them to develop their professional practice of formative assessment? 

v) What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying formative 

assessment? 

vi) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and 

why? 

4.12.2 The second semi-structured interview conducted with the student teachers 

after school placement 

The second semi-structured interviews were also face-to-face and one-to-one 

audiotaped interviews.  The interview schedule was divided into five parts. These five 

parts had many questions, which matched the questionnaire. Some of the questions in 

this second interview schedule related to the intervieweesô answers from the 

questionnaire. The questionnaires, which had been completed by the participants, were 

brought to the second interview, and the student teachers were asked to explain why 

they had chosen to answer some questions in a particular way. This was because the 

second interview questions were designed to ask the participants to elaborate on their 

perceptions. The overall interview, and in particular the first part of the second 

interview, was set up to explore the student teachersô perceptions after implementing 

FA. This data further helped the researcher to contrast and compare the student 

teachersô perceptions of FA before and after school placement.  

 The second part of the second interview explored whether the student teachers 

perceived that FA helps school students to make progress. The third part of the second 

interview questioned what the student teachers did during their teacher-training 

programme in connection with FA, and how coherent the programme was in relation to 

FA. This third part contained questions, which related to sections A, B, and C of part 

three in the questionnaire: section A considered what the university programme 

provided the student teachers with in relation to FA and how coherent and useful this 

was; section B questioned what the researcher provided them with in relation to FA and 
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how coherent and useful this was; and section C, as in the questionnaire, was about 

what the student teachers did during their school placements. The fourth part of the 

second interview explored the challenges that the student teachers faced when 

implementing FA. The fifth part of the interview asked the student teachers to further 

explain what they thought about implementing FA in Saudi schools. This second 

interview helped the researcher to answer all of the research questions. 

4.13 Data analysis of the first interview conducted with the student teachers 

The purpose of the first interview was to obtain information about student teachersô 

perceptions of assessment as a whole and FA more specifically. The first interview 

consisted of seven questions. These seven questions helped the researcher to focus on 

the following research questions: 

i) What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

vi) Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be implemented and 

why? 

The first research question was partially answered by six of the questions in first 

interview. The sixth research question was partially answered by the sixth and seventh 

interview questions. The first interview contained both multiple-choice and open-ended 

questions. Data analysis was mainly quantitative. For quantitative data, the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 19.0) was used. Statistics, including 

means and standards deviations, were conducted for analysing the first and the fourth 

questions from the first interview. Frequencies were used for analysing the third and the 

fifth questions from the first interview. For qualitative data, the eleven participantsô 

responses were briefly summarised. The participantsô answers will be discussed in 

detail in the results chapter. The data were analysed from eleven semi-structured 

interviews. This data was compared directly with data obtained after school placement. 

This comparison will be discussed in more detail in chapter five.  

4.14 Data analysis of the observation schedule 

The purpose of observing the student teachers during school placement was, as 

mentioned above, neither to judge their teaching nor to assess their performance when 

implementing FA, but to obtain their perceptions of FA. The observation schedule was 

based on the five elements of FA, which have been previously discussed in the literature 
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review: sharing outcomes, questioning, feedback, peer-assessment and self-assessment. 

For each element there were evidence items, which better allowed the researcher to 

measure how each element was done during school placement. The researcher spent six 

months analysing the observation data. This analysis was done in four stages, and it was 

done thoroughly and carefully to make sure that errors were minimised. The first and 

second stage of analysis took place in Saudi Arabia. During the first stage, the 

observation schedule was initially completed during the lesson. Notes were written 

throughout the lesson, especially when issues occurred surrounding the evidence items. 

Discussions were held with each of the student teachers before and after each 

observation. These conversations were taken into consideration by the researcher when 

editing the data in the observation schedule.  

 During the second stage of analysis, the researcher carefully listened to the 

audiotapes of the observed lesson and the conversations within a twenty-four hour 

period. The researcher thought that this was an important step for more data accuracy. 

Because this analysis was done on the same day, the researcher was better able to 

remember and picture the observation in her mind. This step helped the researcher to 

edit her notes and revise the data in the observation schedule.  

 The third stage was the longest stage of analysis, and it was done after all the 

data had been collected. Statistics, including frequencies and percentages, were 

conducted for analysing data in the observation schedule. This final stage of analysis 

took place in UK. During this stage, the researcher analysed the observation data in 

detail (Appendix 9). Some audiotaped lessons were listened to again when needed. 

Data tables for each participant covered around fifteen pages, while the data tables for 

all participants covered around one hundred and sixty-five pages. This third stage was 

essential because it helped the researcher to analyse the data more thoroughly, and to 

find out what the student teachers were doing during their school placements. The final 

stage used the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 19.0) and Mac 

Excel 2011 to analyse quantitative data. Observation quantitative data was analysed by 

looking at what had been done without issues (WOI), what had been done with issues 

(WI), and what had not been done (N). Data were analysed based on the five elements 

of FA and the twenty-four evidence items. It is important to note that during the 

analysis process, one evidence item was excluded: this was 5.1.3 ñSomething elseò 

(Appendix 5). This evidence item had been added to the observation schedule by the 

researcher before the research was conducted. However, this evidence item was not 
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observed to be used at all. As a result, the researcher decided to exclude it from the data 

analysis, as it might skew the results.  

 The data was analysed statistically using all the evidence items shown in the 

observation schedule (Appendix 5). There was, however, one evidence item which was 

substituted with its key feature: ñ1.1.1 Pupils can rephrase and explainò was substituted 

with ñ1.1 Are the L.O.s shared with the pupils in a way they can understand?ò 

(Appendix 5) and (Appendix 9). This step was essential because sharing the learning 

outcomes was rarely done by asking the pupils to rephrase and explain. However, other 

techniques were applied in the classroom to make sure that the learning outcomes were 

shared with the pupils in a way that they could understand. For example, this was done 

by translating the learning outcomes to the pupilsô native language or by writing the 

learning outcomes in different way.  

4.15 Data analysis of the questionnaire 

Questionnaire data was quantitative, and for this data the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS, version 19.0) was used. The questionnaire was divided into five 

parts. The first part was designed to compare the student teachersô responses before and 

after school placement in relation to assessment as a whole and FA more specifically. In 

order to be able to make a comparison between the questionnaires and the first 

interviews, the first section of the questionnaire was designed to have identical 

questions to the ones that were used in the first interview. These questions were about 

purposes of assessment, its elements, FAôs advantages and disadvantages, and the 

challenges that teachers might face when introducing FA in to Saudi schools. For more 

accuracy, data from this section was analysed statistically in a similar way to the first 

interview using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 19.0). 

Statistical analyses with the means and standard deviation were conducted to compare 

the participantsô responses before and after school placement, regarding the purposes of 

assessment and the advantages and disadvantages of FA. However, statistics with 

frequencies were only used to analyse the participantsô responses about the elements of 

assessment as a whole, and the challenges that teachers might face when introducing FA 

to Saudi schools. 

 In order to measure if there had been any significant changes in the student 

teachersô perceptions during their school placements, a suitable statistical test was 

needed. The researcher recognised that the sample size was relatively small, which 

made its power limited for many parametric tests. Furthermore, because the sample did 
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not meet the principles suggested for statistical analysis as stated by Stevens (1996: 72) 

and Tabachnick and Fiddell (1996: 132), and because of its lack of normal distribution, 

the researcher determined that it would be appropriate to use a non-parametric rather 

than a parametric statistical test. Therefore, the researcher used Wilcoxon Signed Ranks 

Test to measure the differences in the student teachersô responses, in relation to the 

purposes of assessment and the advantages and disadvantages of FA, before and after 

school placement. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test is an equivalent test for Paired-samples 

t-test (Field, 2009: 552). Paired-samples t-test, which are also called repeated measures, 

are used when the researcher is interested in the differences between two sets of scores 

for the same people at two different times, often before and after an event (Pallant, 

2007: 103). Although the results from the Paired-samples t-test were the same as the 

Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test (see Appendix 16), the Paired-samples t-test was not 

used, however, as it is a parametric test, which requires that data is normally distributed. 

One of the reasons for this was that the sample used in this research study was not large 

enough. In order to make sure that the results were correct, the researcher sought 

support from the Maths Centre at the University of York. Assessments were conducted 

regarding the techniques that were used to obtain the main averages and normality of 

distribution. It was agreed that Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test would be the most suitable 

test, as data did not meet the assumptions of parametric tests. This test was only used 

for analysing data from the first part of the questionnaire. It is important to note that 

only frequencies were used for analysing the other four parts of the questionnaire.  

4.15.1 Justification for using two different instruments to compare the 

participantsô perceptions  

Based on the researcherôs previous experience of working in Saudi schools, it seemed 

likely that the participants might have many questions regarding assessment. Hence, the 

researcher thought that conducting pre-placement, one-to-one interviews would give the 

student teachers the opportunity to ask questions about assessment if necessary. 

Moreover, the discussions about assessment in these first interviews helped the 

researcher to better design the sessions where FA would be discussed in detail. The data 

from the first interviews helped to shape the questionnaire instrument. That is, many of 

the same questions were used in order to notice if there were any changes in the student 

teachersô perceptions after implementing FA during their school placements. A 

questionnaire was used as the researcher wanted an instrument which could be 

conducted without the researcher being present. It should be noted that the researcher 
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was not teaching the student teachers about assessment, but rather, the researcher was 

exploring the student teachersô perceptions about assessment and FA. Questionnaires 

can be completed by participants on their own, and therefore this might limit the 

researcherôs influence.  

 The researcher used many of the same questions in each of these two 

instruments, the first interviews and the questionnaires, in order to be able to observe 

and explore any development in their thinking regarding assessment and FA. During 

their school placements, the student teachers gained experience assessing pupils, 

whereas before this, many of their ideas were based on prior experiences and 

expectations. It was important to the researcher to see if their ideas changed, and if so, 

in what ways and why. 

4.16 Data analysis of the second interview and the tutorsô interviews 

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) suggested that there is no specific way to analyse 

qualitative data and that the process of analysis should be decided based on the issue of 

ófitness for purposeô (p. 537). Before deciding the process of analysis, the researcher 

conduced numerous methods to analyse the qualitative data obtained from the semi-

structured interviews. In order to address the research questions, the researcher needed 

to decide the appropriate way for translating, transcribing, analysing and coding the 

data.  

 McLellan, MacQueen and Neidig (2003: 67) have suggested that transcripts 

could be conducted in multiple ways, but they ultimately need to help the researcher in 

analysing his or her data properly in order to better answer their research questions. 

Atkinson and Heritage (as cited in McLellan, MacQueen & Neidig, 2003) have 

 

 

stressed that the production and use of transcripts are ñresearch 

activitiesò and should not be approached as merely a ñtechnical 

detailò that precedes analysis. (McLellan, MacQueen & Neidig, 

2003, p. 64) 

 

 

For the sake of authenticity, the researcher took care to ensure that the data did not loose 

its meaning during the analysis process. Initially, the researcher began by literally 

transcribing data which would later be translated. The researcher found, however, that 

analysing data after transcribing it was not helpful. The researcherôs reliance on the 

transcribed or written text often caused her to miss some of the meaning, which could 

be only obtained when combined with the audio-recording. The change in the tone of 
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the voice and the stress placed on certain words appeared to be important to the data 

analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1990: 31) have suggested that when transcribing texts, the 

researcher needs to consider the analytical contribution it will offer to the research 

study. The researcher, therefore, decided to begin her analysis of the oral record while 

transcribing. This means that the researcher was translating, transcribing and analysing 

at the same time. Practicality of time and authenticity meant that it was the best method 

to apply. This method helped the researcher to write her thoughts while listening to the 

oral speech; it also helped the researcher to remember and visualise the interview. This 

process took around ten hours for each recorded hour. All of this was important 

information, and it helped the researcher when analysing the data. Cohen et al. (2011: 

537) suggested that qualitative data is usually loaded with interpretations and as a result 

multiple interpretations need to be made. McLellan, MacQueen and Neidig (2003) 

added that ótranscripts benefit by including appropriate labelling and content-related 

informationô (p. 67). This might help explain why the researcherôs plan to analyse data 

after transcribing and translating it did not work.  

 The researcher listened to the audiotaped interviews many times and translated 

them into English as she transcribed them. This approach seemed to be more practical 

and more authentic. The researcher translated and transcribed the conversations that 

were related to the research questions, and overlooked data that were not related to the 

topic (e.g., conversations about how difficult transportation was in the country were 

excluded). McLellan, MacQueen and Neidig (2003: 66) argued that for some data 

analysis it might not be essential to transcribe the whole interview. In this study, the 

researcher translated and transcribed the interviews and attempted to stay as close as 

possible to the speakersô meaning. The researcher, did not, however, transcribe every 

utterance or describe every remark. This is because the current research is not studying 

languages or phonetics.   

 For reliability, the researcher checked what she has transcribed with a university 

English Literature lecturer in Saudi Arabia who was a native Arabic speaker. The 

researcher chose this person because she was fluent in both languages, and she 

understood the Saudi culture and accent. The researcher provided her with a copy of the 

interviews instruments and an idea of the overall research study. Although there was 

some minor disagreement about the translation, this source confirmed that conducting 

the analysis while transcribing and translating was the most suitable method for this 

research study.  
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 One of the main issues of a semi-structured interview is the large amount of data 

that needs to be organised in certain themes and categories (Cohen et al., 2011: 559). In 

order to address this issue, content analysis was used. Content analysis is a process by 

which ómany words of texts are classified into much fewer categoriesô (Weber, 1990, p. 

15). Flick (1998) argued that categories are one of the main procedures of content 

analysis, and that the ógoal here is to reduce the materialô (p. 193). In content analysis, 

texts could be lightly coded or heavily coded (Cohen et al. 2011: 559). A code is a name 

or a description that the researcher provides for a piece of text, which has certain data; 

some of these codes are broad, while others are specific (Cohen et al. 2011: 559). In 

order to be able to do this as sufficiently as possible, the researcher has to go through 

the data line by line and categorise information by labelling it with different codes. 

Researchers can do coding either by hand or by using computer programmes (Delamont 

2002: 174). In this research study, coding was done by hand. Delamont (2002) 

identified three types of hand coding: ómultiple codingô, ómultiple copies of dataô and 

ódata indexing systemô (p. 175). According to Delamont (2002), multiple coding means 

that coloured highlights are used and notes are written on the edges; multiple copies of 

data means that óeverything relating to a particular category is filed together in a box, or 

ring binderô (p. 175); data indexing system óleaves data untouched except for page and 

line numbersô (p. 175).  

 When analysing the interview data, the researcher used the multiple coding 

system. The researcher used coloured highlighter pens to underline the participantsô 

responses in the scripts. Different colours were used for different themes. For example, 

responses that were direct answers to the interview questions were highlighted in 

yellow, and data highlighted in pink indicated extra details related to the direct answers. 

Data underlined with pencil suggested further details, which might help to explain the 

participantôs response. 

 Under each interview question, key issues, similarities and discrepancies 

between patterns in their answers were highlighted again and categorised. Qualitative 

data analysis encompasses organising, interpreting and explaining data; this means 

making sense of the data through themes, classifications and regularities (Cohen et al., 

2011: 537). Once the categorising was done, the information was reported using a 

thematic approach. The thematic approach is the most frequently used approach of 

analysis (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012: 11). Using the thematic approach means 

that texts could be as simple as a statement or a word: selected statements, or parts of 
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speech that are related to the research questions might actually be what is needed 

(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw 1995: 175). 

4.17 Validity 

Validity is an essential feature in research and a requirement for both quantitative and 

qualitative research (Cohen et al., 2011: 179). Cohen et al. (2011: 198) suggested that 

enhancing validity could be done through many things, which include:  

¶ Selecting a suitable period of time to conduct the study. 

¶ Making sure that appropriate resources are available to conduct the research 

study. 

¶ Applying suitable strategies to answer the research questions. 

¶ Choosing suitable instruments to collect information. 

¶ Conducting the study with suitable participants. 

The researcher took into consideration all the details listed above before conducting the 

study. For example, in this study the participants shared many qualities. The first group 

of participants were the student teachers. These students were around the same age; they 

had a lack of teaching experience, but all of them were high achievers. The second 

group of participants were the tutors who supervised these student teachers. To ensure 

that appropriate strategies and instruments were used, the instruments in this study were 

piloted and translated. As mentioned above, the first interview instrument, which was 

conducted before school placement, was piloted with a university faculty member, who 

teaches in a teacher preparation programme. For more validity, the instrument was 

translated into Arabic and the translation was checked by someone who specialises in 

the Arabic language. This was done to make sure that the instrument was neither 

misleading nor ambiguous. 

 The observation schedule was designed based on the observation schedule that 

appeared in the Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council document (see Appendix 10), 

and Black and Jones (2006). In order to obtain accuracy, the observation schedule was 

divided into eight columns. These columns moved from general information to more 

specific information: beginning with the five elements of FA, which were laid in the 

first column, and ending with more specific columns, such as techniques used in the 

classroom and comments. The observation schedule was piloted and edited to avoid 

technical problems. 
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 The questionnaire, second interviews and the tutorsô interviews were designed 

immediately after school placement, in order to explore the participantsô perceptions 

after school placement. The timing when designing these three instruments was 

important because all of the issues observed by the researcher during school placement 

were still fresh in her mind. All the research instruments were connected to each other. 

For example, many of the questions in the questionnaire were used before school 

placement during the first interview. The second interview was designed to obtain more 

detailed answers about the student teachersô responses from the questionnaire, and the 

tutorsô interviews were designed to obtain their perceptions about the participantsô 

understanding of FA and how it was implemented during school placement. Some of 

the same inquiries from the tutorsô interviews were used in the questionnaire as well. 

Cohen et al. (2011: 179) suggests that validity does not necessarily ensure reliability. 

Therefore, the following section will discuss the reliability of this research design. 

4.18 Reliability 

Bryman (2012: 47) suggests that reliability means consistency of instruments used to 

conduct a study. Cohen et al. (2011: 199) suggests that reliability means that if the 

research is conducted again with a similar group of participants in a similar context, 

then similar findings will be obtained. However, this does not mean that the same exact 

results will occur, because two researchers in a single research study might come up 

with different results (Cohen et al., 2011: 202). Both sets of results, however, are 

reliable (Cohen et al., 2011: 202). Kvale (1996: 181) suggests that qualitative research 

might be interpreted in different ways. As all of these arguments suggest, different 

researchers might, and often do, come up with different results. In order to ensure 

reliability, in this study triangulation was used. Triangulation might be defined as using 

a mixed method approach which could help in enhancing reliability (Cohen et al. 2011: 

195). Cohen et al. (2011: 195-196) and Miles and Huberman (1994: 266) argued that 

when the findings of the different instruments were similar to each other, then the 

researcher will be assured about the results of the conducted study. In this research 

study, results from the tutorsô interviews, the student teachersô interviews and the 

researchersô observations were compared and contrasted to enhance reliability. These 

results were often similar to each other. Data analysis was useful for cross validating the 

findings and reducing bias.   

 The interviews were one-to-one, face-to-face, tape-recorded, semi-structured 

interviews. This provided the opportunity for the researcher to see the student teachersô 
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facial expressions and gestures. Furthermore, conducting the interviews in this way 

helped the researcher to have direct communication and therefore obtain a better 

understanding of the participantsô perceptions. Although the study utilised action 

research, the researcher took precautions to ensure that her presence did not overly 

affect the reliability of the study. The researcher insisted that there were no right or 

wrong answers, and she took extra care not to influence the student teachersô with her 

views. The researcher used a neutral tone of voice and she tried to avoid any extra 

commentary when answering certain inquiries. The participantsô responses from the 

questionnaires were double-checked with them during the second interviews. This is 

because the second interview, as explained previously, was based on their responses 

from the questionnaire. This increased the reliability of the results from the 

questionnaire. It also helped to ensure that what the student teachers answered was 

actually what they meant to say.  

 The quantitative results of the questionnaire and the observations were 

calculated by using a SPSS statistical package.  In order to reduce errors and increase 

the reliability of the results, the results were checked with the Mathematics Centre at the 

University of York. The qualitative analysis was checked by another faculty member in 

one of the universities in Riyadh, who speaks fluent English and Arabic. 

4.19 Ethical considerations and limitations of the study 

This research study had some limitations related to research design, sampling and data 

collection instruments. A general limitation of this study was that it was conducted in 

one university with a small group of student teachers. Moreover, FA was only able to be 

applied over a limited period of time, due to the limited school placement time. This 

means that the findings obtained from this research cannot be generalised.  

 There were other limitations associated with this research. First, this project 

focused on the perceptions of the student teachers. Working with this group of 

participants may have limited the study, as student teachers have limited teaching 

experience. Also, because this empirical study observed student teachers implementing 

FA during their school placements, the study was confined to the short period of school 

placement time. That means that these participants were only teaching a total of fifteen 

times. This is a limitation as both teachers and pupils need time to adapt to FA 

practices. The limited time period also meant that the researcher was unable to pilot the 

questionnaire, the second interview and the tutorsô interviews, all of which had to be 

quickly written and immediately conducted directly after school placement. Finally, 
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because FA is a relatively new concept, the researcher had to act as both a distant 

observer and the party who needed to actively introduce and explain FA. Although this 

study drew on traditions of action research, the fact that the researcher had to assume 

two roles and possibly influence the participants was another limitation to the study.  

 The researcher also made some changes throughout the study. First, after the 

pilot study, some of the questions in the first interview instrument were changed for 

more clarity. Also, as discussed above, some changes were made in the observation 

schedule. In addition to this, changes to the researcherôs observations of the data, again 

which were also discussed above, were made when it was deemed to be appropriate.  

 Ethical strategies were derived from the University of York, Department of 

Education ethical guidelines. This included voluntary participation, confidentiality, and 

anonymity. The Ethics Committee at the University of York granted an ethical approval 

to the researcher before she began to conduct the empirical study. Before commencing 

this study, a letter was sent to the Saudi university to seek their permission and 

approval. A sample of student teachers was chosen according to their level of academic 

achievement. High achievers were chosen to participate in this study. This purposive 

sample was selected confidentially with the cooperation of the university. The student 

teachers, schoolteachers and university tutors were asked to sign consent forms. 

According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007: 55) and Sarantakos (as cited in 

Creswell (2009:89) an informed consent form involves the purpose of the research, the 

right to withdrawal at any time and the confidentiality of the subjectsô identities. These 

forms must also declare what the participants will be involved in during the research, as 

well as information about the identity of the researcher and the institution sponsoring 

him or her [Sarantakos (2005) as cited in Creswell (2009:89)]. To help ensure 

understanding about the project, in this study the researcher gathered the student 

teachers and explained what the project was about and what was required from them. 

Questions and inquires were discussed before signing the forms. The tutors were later 

telephoned after they were identified, and the whole project was explained to them. 

They were provided with consent forms to sign. Confidentiality of data collected from 

observations, interviews and questionnaires was guaranteed. Data were kept in a safe 

place. All participants were referred to anonymously as A, B or C, etc. (see for example, 

Figure 7-12).  

 However, an additional issue regarding ethical concerns was that more student 

teachers were interested in the study than the researcher could include. Although these 

student teachers were eager to know more about FA and its practices, their requests 
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were rejected. Allowing more student teachers to be part of the study was impossible for 

the researcher because every student teacher needed to be observed at least three times 

during school placement, and this was not likely to happen if more student teachers 

were involved in the study. In order to ensure ethical fairness, the researcher made sure 

that she explained and discussed the concepts of FA with these student teachers. They 

were allowed by the researcher, their supervisors and the participants to observe the 

studyôs participants implementing FA in the classroom. Some supervisors offered to 

support these student teachers if they wanted to implement FA in their classes.  

4.20 Chapter summary 

This study focuses on a group of Saudi student teachersô perceptions of FA. This 

chapter has discussed the scope of the research, the rationale for choosing a mixed 

methods approach, the reasons for utilising action research, when and how data was 

collected, data analysis, and important strategies applied by the researcher to ensure 

authenticity, validity and reliability. A mixed methods strategy is important for both 

validity and credibility, but it can also be useful, as discussed above, for triangulation. 

In this research study, the researcher examined the researcherôs observations together 

with the student teachersô perceptions and the tutorsô perceptions in order to better 

explore the student teachersô perceptions about assessment as a whole and FA in 

particular. Because FA is a new approach in Saudi Arabia, this research study drew on 

traditions of action research, as it was necessary for the researcher to introduce FA and 

discuss it with them throughout the study, in order to be able to explore the student 

teachersô perceptions of FA. The following four chapters will present the findings of 

this study.  
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Chapter Five 

Questionnaire data analysis with direct 

comparison to the pre-placement  

interviews 
 

5.1 Introduction  

As discussed in previous chapters, this study aims to explore a sample of Saudi student 

teachersô perceptions in relation to formative assessment. This chapter discusses the 

student teachersô perceptions of FA by comparing the data from the first interviews, 

which were conducted before their school placements, with the data from the 

questionnaires, which were completed after the student teachersô school placements. 

The results from these two instruments are presented together because the same 

questions were used in both the first interview and the questionnaire, as discussed in 

detail in chapter four (see sec. 4.12.1 & sec. 4.15).  

 The current chapter is divided into two major parts. Part 1 of this chapter 

compares the responses from the questionnaires to the first interviews. This comparison 

partially answers the following research questions: 

 

¶ What do the student teachers think is meant by assessment as a whole and by 

formative assessment more specifically? 

¶ Do the student teachers think that formative assessment should be 

implemented and why?  
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Part 2 of this chapter then goes on to look at the responses to questions from the 

questionnaire, which do not correspond with the interview questions. This partially 

answers the following research questions:  

 

¶ Do the student teachers think that formative assessment can help school 

students to make progress? 

¶ What do the student teachers do during their teacher-training programme in 

connection with formative assessment? 

¶ Do the student teachers think that their training programme is coherent and 

useful in helping them to develop their professional practice of formative 

assessment? 

¶ What are the challenges that the student teachers faced when applying 

formative assessment? 

  

 Some of the questionnaire results, which are presented in both part one and part 

two of this chapter, are referred to in chapter six, which will discuss the results from the 

second interviews, which were also conducted after the student teachersô school 

placements.  

5.2 Part I: Comparing the questionnaire data with the first interview data  

5.2.1 Comparing the student teachersô perceptions of the purposes of assessment as 

a whole 

Part one of this chapter begins by discussing the Saudi student teachersô perceptions of 

assessment as a whole, by comparing their perceptions before and after their school 

placements. The purposes of assessment were divided into three groups: learning (L1-

L6), selection (C1-C7) and certification, and quality assurance (Q1-Q7), and the 

elements of assessment  (see Appendix 1 & Appendix 3). 

 The student teachers were asked what they thought formed the elements of 

assessment: learning, selection and certification, and quality assurance. The results from 

the first interviews showed that the most common perception was that the purpose of 

assessment was to enable students to learn (Mean=0.70) (see Figure 5-1). When the 

student teachers were asked to explain the reasons behind choosing the statements that 
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they had selected in the first interview, all of the participants replied that their decisions 

were made based on which elements they thought were most important to and related to 

assessment. Additionally, when the student teachers were asked to rank the purposes of 

assessment according to their importance (see Appendix 1), all of the participants, 

except two, thought that the purposes of assessment could not be ranked in order of 

importance. The two participants who did think that the purposes of assessment could 

be ranked, represented as A and B in Table 5-1, ranked the purposes of assessment 

according to their order of implementation, beginning with learning, and then selection 

and certification, followed by quality assurance. These two student teachers thought that 

assessment follows a sequence, since each element relies on the one that comes before. 

Furthermore, their ranking here suggests that learning is assessed through marking. For 

example, the first interviewee (A) (Table 5-1) perceived that assessment is done to 

ñdiagnose strengths and weaknessesò, which would then lead to ñgrading or rankingò. 

The latter would then reflect how ñeffective the learning environment wasò. This is 

similar to what is currently thought in the Saudi educational system: that is, learning is 

perceived to be closely linked to marking and cannot be achieved without the existence 

of marks. According to interviewee A, ranking and marking will also raise motivation.   

 On the whole, however, the results show that the student teachers were able to 

recognise the purposes of assessment to a certain extent, although they tended to relate 

these purposes to summative assessment. 

Table 5- 1: Ranking of the purposes of assessment 

Purposes of assessment ranked according to importance, 

starting with the most important  

Reasons behind 

ranking them 

this way 

A L2: To diagnose strengths and weaknesses.  

C3: To grade or rank a student. 

L1: To motivate students. 

Q2: To judge the effectiveness of the learning environment. 

Both participants 

reported that 

they have ranked 

the purposes of 

assessments as a 

sequence (i.e. 

the second 

depends on the 

first, and this 

cannot be done 

unless the first 

one is done and 

so on.)  

B L1:  To motivate students. 

 L3: To provide feedback. 

L6: To establish the level of achievement at the end of a unit of 

a study. 

L4: To consolidate work done to date. 

L5: To help students to develop their capacity for self-

assessment. 

C2: To pass or fail a student. 

C1: To establish the level of achievement at the end of a 

programme of study. 

C5: To demonstrate conformity with external regulations, such 

as those of a professional or statutory body. 

 C4: To underwrite a ólicense to practiceô. 
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C6: To select for employment, further educational activity, etc. 

C7: To predict future performance. 

 Q7: To protect the public. 

Q6: To protect the relevant profession. 

Q5: To assure interested parties that the programme or unit of 

study is of an appropriate standard. 

Q2: To judge the effectiveness of the learning environment. 

Q1: To assess the extent to which the programmeôs aims have 

been achieved. 

 

 Comparing the student teachersô choices regarding the purposes of assessment 

before and after their school placements, the results show that post-placement, there was 

more recognition of the purposes of assessment in relation to learning, selection and 

certification, and quality assurance (see Figure 5-1). Before their school placements, 

the means of learning, selection and certification, and quality assurance were M=0.7, 

M=0.53 and M=0.64, respectively. However, after school placements, the purposes of 

assessment in relation to learning, selection and certification, and quality assurance 

were recognised with the means: M=0.97, M=0.79 and M=0.88, respectively. These 

results were expected because of the discussions that took place during school 

placements. Thus, it might be suggested that practising FA helped to develop the 

student teachersô understanding of the nature of assessment.  

 

Figure 5- 1: Comparing the overall mean of the student teachers' perceptions of 

the purposes of assessment in relation to the three parts before and after 

placement: learning, selection and certification, and quality assurance 

 

The figure below shows that none of the statements about purposes of assessment 

elicited agreement from all of the participants. The most agreed upon statement, with a 
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mean of M=0.90, was ñL5 to help students to develop their capacity for self-

assessmentò. However, after their school placements, there was an obvious full 

agreement on many of the purposes of assessment, mainly those statements concerning 

learning.  

After school placement, all of the participants thought that the purposes of assessment 

were (L= Learning; C=Selection and Certification; Q=Quality Assurance): 

¶ ñL1 to motivate studentsò  

¶ ñL2 to diagnose strengths and weaknessesò 

¶ ñL4 to consolidate work done to dateò 

¶ ñL6 to establish the level of achievement at the end of a unit of a studyò 

¶ ñC1 to establish the level of achievement at the end of a programme of 

studyò  

¶ ñQ3 to provide feedback to teachers regarding their personal 

effectivenessò 

¶ ñQ4 to monitor levels of achievement over timeò 
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Figure 5- 2: Comparing the student teachers' choices of each purpose of 

assessment in relation to the three parts: learning, selection and certification, and 

quality assurance, before and after school placement 
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1ρ4Ï ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȭÓ ÁÉÍÓ 
have been achieved  

Q2To judge the effectiveness of the learning 
environment 

Q3To provide feedback to teachers regarding their 
personal effectiveness  

Q4To monitor levels of achievevment over time  

Q5To assure interested parties that the program or unit 
of study is of an appropriat standard 

Q6To protect the relevent professions 

Q7To protect the public 

Before school placement After school placement 


