TLRP Seminar Series:

Assessment of Significant Learning Outcomes
Towards a conceptual framework

(June 2007)

1. Introduction
 Each of the four project seminars to date
 has generated useful insights into the relationships that were represented in the original proposal for the seminar series in this way:


 Discussion at the seminars was initially directed at four categories of question:
1. The concepts, structures, agencies and language used in discussion of the two dimensions that are the main focus of this project, curriculum and assessment.

2. The way in which those dimensions are linked, whether at a conceptual level or functionally in the ways that they are operationalised at any level within an education system.

3. The social, political and cultural contexts that condition the ways in which ideas are both conceptualised and operationalised and therefore change the constructs underpinning those ideas.

4. The purposes, explicit or implicit, shaping the ideas which inform both policies and practices.

At the first seminar in the series the participants drew on five academic papers
 to engage in an exploration, and reworking, of three basic questions that were identified in the project proposal:

What are the significant learning outcomes that are not being assessed in a system that relies wholly on test-based assessment procedures?

-  Is this a question not so much of are not being assessed but rather of tend not to be or perhaps cannot be?

-  Is there a distinction to be made here between systems that are concerned with the assessed outcomes for each individual student and systems where the stated purpose is to survey, by sampling, the outcomes in relation to student cohorts?

-  Would the question be better expressed as: What are the valued outcomes that are not being assessed by either test-based or teacher/trainer assessment systems?

What are the indicators of student performance which have been / could be developed in relation to such learning outcomes?

-  What is meant by ‘indicators of student performance’ – can we avoid what is intended to refer to any evidence of student learning being interpreted as referring to narrowly defined, measurable indicators commonly used for performance and system management?

-  Can the term ‘learning outcomes’ refer to a broadly defined concept that is inclusive of any learning valued by the learner, the teacher or the ‘user’ of the evidence of learning?
What are the assessment procedures that do not rely on testing but do give / could give dependable measures of student performance in relation to those indicators?

- Are such procedures already in place and in use in some contexts or should this question be better expressed as ‘What might be….’?

 Some of the ways in which the project team’s thinking has been evolving since that seminar are summarised in the remaining two sections of this overview of the project to date. These ideas are being developed into a conference paper that will be presented to a symposium at the BERA Annual Conference in September 2007.   The symposium, ‘Future directions for student assessment’, is scheduled for 9 to 10.30 on Thursday, 6th September.

 Beyond that, our current plans are for two linked journal articles to be submitted for publication in The Curriculum Journal.
2. Rethinking the initial conceptual framework
The first two seminars in the series exposed several fundamental problems with the three point diagram that was the project’s starting point.

These problems included:

· The absence of ‘learning’ from this way of representing the concepts relevant to the outcomes of education.

· Uncertainty about the language, and the associated concepts, appropriate to a consideration of the ‘curriculum/knowledge’ dimension of the diagram.   For example, even if only the UK context is considered, there are different vocabularies in use in different sectors.

· Differing interpretations of the meaning of ‘pedagogy’.

· Broadening ‘assessment of learning outcomes’ to ensure a focus on the process of learning as well as on evidence of what has been learned.

· The lack of directionality in this diagram; two-way arrows between all points on the diagram are an easy, but essentially meaningless, way of showing that they are related to each other.

The main points identified by the project team when reflecting on the first two seminars were:

1. How to rethink the basic 3 point diagram that we started with?   One alternative put forward was to focus on learning at the apex, as mediated by pedagogy and facilitated by curriculum and assessment (a wedge shaped diagram).

2. Clarify how the ‘curriculum/knowledge’ component in the diagram is understood differently - by students, their teachers, curriculum document writers, academic specialists, politicians and officials, the media, the wider public - in a particular subject/field of study.   There is a need to problematise ‘curriculum’. 

3.  ‘Domain’ and ‘construct definition’ have emerged as central issues.  The contestation of constructs is at the heart of so many public debates about curriculum and assessment.

4. The increasing attention of policy-makers to the licensing function of qualifications (e.g. grade C at GCSE as a licence to use maths in the world beyond school) is argued as an important influence on the constructs that are prioritised when the curriculum related to that qualification is framed.

5. Learning outcomes, their nature and use.  It would be helpful to explore the ways in which, across all sectors, the goals of educational programmes are stated as extensive lists of learning outcomes that are increasingly expressed in utilitarian language.  What is the relationship of such lists of outcomes to (a) the curriculum as experienced by teacher and student and (b) the student attainments that are measured?

6. The metaphors of learning, as discussed by James & Brown (2005), should be revisited to clarify their implications for how learning outcomes are defined and classified. 

7. In the context of subject-based schooling the model of (English) teachers’ professional knowledge as depicted by Leach and Moon (1999), with the student’s personal subject construct at the centre and related to teachers’ pedagogic knowledge, school subject knowledge and academic subject knowledge, is a way of representing different perspectives on subject constructs that has something to offer this project.  

8. Several of the contributors to the second seminar argued for a re-focussing of the discussion of validity to highlight its relevance to the ASLO research questions.   The points made on this included:                                                                                         - the role of examples in developing a consensus on validity; a dialogue – among professionals and between professionals and others - that includes ‘for instances’;  - working through how Messick and his emphasising of ‘consequential validity’ as a property of inferences can help build a conceptual framework.

9. How can the complexities of progression in learning be expressed and operationalised so that they can help shape practice in both pedagogy and assessment?  General support has been expressed for avoiding models of progression which appear to encourage atomistic, rather than holistic, assessment procedures.  Progression was argued as ‘the thread running through it all’.

10. Clarification of how the nature, value and purposes of ‘assessment’ and ‘testing’ are understood differently by the groups referred to in 2.2 above.

11. Several contributors to the seminars referred to a sense of what was variously described as ‘incoherence’ and ‘systemic chaos’ in the ways in which curriculum and assessment design, development and implementation are managed and controlled (in the UK, though most of the references on this were to England).  How can/should the ASLO project respond to that incoherence?

12. The discussion at the first two seminars of ‘context’ tended to be diffuse and anecdotal rather than helpfully analytical.   It may be that the project should accept that, while context is vital for this project’s outcomes to have any relevance to policy, it should concentrate first on developing shared understandings of the core concepts – learning, curriculum/knowledge, pedagogy, assessment.

3. Conceptualising the curriculum dimension

 Two subsequent seminars have highlighted the problematic nature of the idea of a curriculum to which assessment purposes and practices should, in principle, be in some kind of understood relationship.  This echoes the discussion in the ASLO project’s original source paper, the report by Mary James and Sally Brown on the work of the TLRP Learning Outcomes Thematic Group (James & Brown, 2005).
 The second seminar, focussing on National Curriculum Mathematics in England, revealed numerous concerns about the ways in which ‘curriculum’ is being interpreted at every level from the classroom to the officials in Government departments and agencies who make decisions on the statutory curriculum.   These concerns include:

· The formal statutory curriculum is written in a way which represents maths learning atomistically rather than in holistic terms, a tendency to atomisation that is reinforced by the way maths learning is assessed.
· The constructs underpinning both curriculum and assessment should be a central concern in curriculum planning, but are not.  There isn’t an agreed unitary construct, school maths; each construct is built by people with specific interests.  There is a fragmented curriculum discourse in splintered communities.

· What is known about learning mathematics, by professional teachers and by researchers, appears not to be taken into account by officials responsible for curriculum policy in London.

· There is an incoherence in the centrally-defined curriculum across key stages 2, 3 and 4 that militates against students progressing in their learning.

· There is apparently, even after twenty years of a centralised curriculum, little understanding of the fact that the curriculum as experienced by learners in classrooms is likely to be only distantly related to the curriculum as defined by statute or in the syllabus regulations for qualifications.

· The way the curriculum is written for older students who are studying for qualifications increasingly reflects the licensing function of those qualifications, e.g. grade C at GCSE as an (implicit) licence to use maths beyond school.
 The third seminar, drawing on the experience of the EC’s Learning to Learning Indicators project, saw the knowledge base for what is assessed being represented in ways that had little or nothing in common with ‘curriculum’ as discussed in the context of the National Curriculum in English schools.   Among the ideas under discussion at that seminar were:

·  Initiating the process of defining curriculum goals by identifying what it means to be an educated person with ‘valued outcomes’ of learning as a way of shaping curriculum.  

· An alternative formulation would start from the characteristics of good learners, focussing on their learning capacity and the development of that capacity.

· In neither formulation is there a clear understanding of how ‘curriculum’ as defined in such ways is, or could be, related to curriculum as a formal programme of learning and/or a specified body of content.  It was reported that some schools that are receptive to a focus on learning and pedagogy had expressed concerns about how such a focus could translate into a sustainable curriculum.

· The keynote paper, by Ulf Fredriksson, pointed to the different system contexts within which the indicators of learning to learn that had formed the basis for the EC project had been developed.

 The fourth seminar considered evidence from empirical studies of professional learning in the workplace.  As with learning to learn, this is a context for learning in which the concept of a curriculum in any form has typically had little or no currency.  Among the ideas put forward by Michael Eraut from his experience of studying workplace learning are:  

· Situated learning, with the personal meanings of a concept being shaped by a series of contexts in which the learner uses those concepts; that sequence is unique for each individual.

· Personal knowledge as ‘what individual persons bring to situations that enables them to think, interact and perform’.
· Knowledge creation as a social process the outcomes of which may take the form either of codified knowledge (for which the term ‘curriculum’ might be appropriate) or of shared meanings and understandings that have not been codified.

· Professional learners as knowledge workers who need to be able to identify, select and make use of knowledge that is relevant in each situation and. in so doing, develop a repertoire of approaches to knowledge representation.
· A typology that classifies aspects of professional learning not in terms of competences but as learning trajectories.

 An approach that is potentially applicable across the diverse contexts under review by the ASLO project would be to think of learning in terms of ‘complex performances developed over time’ and of assessment as ‘windows on learning trajectories’.
Michael Eraut’s ‘typology of learning trajectories’ may have potential in contexts other than professional learning in that it offers a basis for recognising aspects of learning and thus for judgments about the outcomes of learning
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�   2nd November 2006:  General seminar exploring assumptions and alternative conceptualisations.


   30th January 2007:  Case study 1 - National Curriculum Mathematics in England.  Keynote paper from Jeremy Hodgen, King’s College London.


   27th March 2007:  Case study 2 - Indicators of learning to learn.   Keynote paper from Ulf Fredriksson, EC Centre for Research on Lifelong Learning.


     1st  May 2007:  Case study 3 – Workplace learning.   Keynote paper from Michael Eraut, University of Sussex.
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