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Core principles of AFL

In this chapter, we ask the following questions:
What is Assessment for Learning (AFL)?

How is AFL reflected in the Austrian Curriculum and the Leistungsbeurteilungsver-
ordnung (LBVO)?

What are possible ways of putting AFL into practice in the English classroom?

What should teachers consider when introducing and using AFL in their teaching?

Theoretical perspectives and the Austrian context

In their discussion of classroom-based assessment, Brown and Lee (2015) describe
the fact that learners often perceive testing and assessment as “dark clouds hanging
over their heads” and suggest that this negative experience could be avoided if
teachers understood “the benefits of tests and their place within the larger domain
of assessment” (p. 513). Assessment should be understood primarily as a source of
information for the teacher. As Ashman (2018) points out, Hattie (2009) found that
“one of the most powerful effects of feedback is when feedback is provided to the
teacher” (p. 127, emphasis in the original). Likewise, Green (2014) insists that lan-
guage assessment needs to be “put in its place” in the learning process and seen
primarily as a source of information for teachers:

To be really effective as teachers, we need to find effective ways of assessing
learners. We need to use what we learn from assessment to decide on ac-
tions to take that will help learners to improve their knowledge of the lan-
guage or their skill in using it (p. 10).

Putting this Assessment for Learning (AFL) approach into practice is often a chal-
lenge for teachers.

In Austria, the Leistungsbeurteilungsverordnung (LBVO, see RIS, 2022) is the main
document that regulates assessment and grading in Austrian schools. It distin-
guishes between the so-called Informationsfeststellung (§ 1, Abs. 2 LBVO) and the



Assessment for Learning

Leistungsfeststellung (§ 3 LBVO). While Informationsfestellungen should help teachers
determine whether specific teaching goals have been reached and if there are still
aspects or areas that need further attention and instruction, Leistungsfeststellungen
mainly serve a summative purpose. According to the LBVO, Informationsfeststel-
lungen are not to be used for the assessment of learners’ performance. In the Na-
tional Report on Education from 2015, Schmidinger et al. (2016) point out that teach-
ers in Austria thus have to take on two contradicting roles that are at times hard to
reconcile. On the one hand, they are supposed to act as facilitators who support
learning through the use of formative assessment and on the other hand, they are
meant to measure learners’ attainment by awarding grades, hence also inevitably
fulfilling a gate-keeping function. This conflict between teachers’ roles as ‘coaches’
and judges’ has also been noted by Brown and Lee (2015).

In the current version of the LBVO from 1974, there are no recommendations or
documents to guide these two different types of assessment. When we take a closer
look at the Austrian curricula, however, we do not only find some suggestions for
teaching methods and strategies that are consistent with AFL, such as learning jour-
nals, portfolios, project work and open learning. The curricula also clearly empha-
size the importance of developing individualised feedback methods that focus on
the strengths and weaknesses of each student (see chapter 8 in this volume). De-
tailed feedback on learners’ performance should render the assessment (i.e., grad-
ing) process more transparent and comprehensible. In the curriculum for lower
secondary school, one of the didactic principles is to even include learners’ individ-
ual learning progress and their effort to improve their language output when as-
sessing their performance. However, once again it is not stated how exactly this
should be done.

Teachers are also required to make learners understand that learning is a process
and to give them opportunities to assess themselves against clearly defined criteria.
As stated in the curriculum, this should help raise learners’ motivation, persever-
ance and self-confidence. Learners should also be actively involved in planning and
designing their learning processes and in controlling and analyzing their respective
output.

Even if the term AFL is not explicitly referred to anywhere, the aforementioned
guidelines seem to imply the importance and necessity of an ongoing assessment
approach that is in line with the principles of AFL. However, when comparing the
LBVO with the curricula, the gap between instruction and assessment becomes
clearly apparent and teachers are left to decide for themselves how they reconcile
the contradicting requirements of these documents that form the basis of their
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teaching. The shortcomings of the current LBVO with regard to the practical imple-
mentation of the existing legal regulations were already outlined by Eder et al.
(2009) in the National Education Report from 2009. Since 2011, a task group of the
Ministry of Education has been working on an updated version of the LBVO. As the
National Education Report from 2015 again includes a chapter on assessment in
which the formative function of the Informationsfeststellungungen is in the focus, it
can be assumed (and hoped) that AFL will find its way into the new LBVO whose
publication date has not yet been set at the time of writing.

In the meantime, teachers can only try to comply as best they can with the legal
basis they are provided with and to incorporate assessment for learning wherever
possible in order to better supportlearners in their language learning process. Even
if AFL has not yet been acknowledged by school law, its positive effects on learners’
attainment cannot be refuted, as Wiliam (2011) points out:

We know that teachers make a difference, but we know much less about
what makes the difference in teachers. However, there is a body of litera-
ture that shows a large impact on student achievement across different sub-
jects, across different age groups, and across different countries, and that
is the research on formative assessment (p. 33).

Thus, there is a strong case to be made for AFL in the English language classroom.
This chapter aims to explore how some of the research findings can be put into
practice by suggesting a variety of examples and possible ways of implementation.

Reconceptualizing assessment

To start with, Wiliam’s (2011) statement that “no test can capture all that is im-
portant for future progress” should challenge our traditional view of testing and as-
sessment (p. 18). In other words, we cannot test everything that is essential to de-
veloping language proficiency and by implication, not everything that we test is
necessarily a good indicator to judge learners’ language proficiency and even less
so to help them develop their skills further. For example, Newbold (2017) cautions
against testing language features that are not critical for learners’ progress simply
because they are (over)represented in coursebooks, visible and easily explained.

Swaffield (2011) transforms the idea we have of assessment by taking a closer look
at the roots of the word ‘assessment’, which is derived from the Latin verb assidere,
‘to sit beside’. Considering this translation, we no longer picture a learner being
tested and examined, but rather a teacher sitting beside a learner, giving support
and watching over them. Accordingly, assessment is seen as a process in which
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teachers observe and accompany their learners in their learning and use the evi-
dence and knowledge thus gained to the benefit of learners (Wiliam, 2011). This is
exactly what assessment for learning involves: “adjusting teaching as needed while
the learning is still taking place” (Leahy et al., 2005, p. 19). In this respect, AFL is
considered to be a quality assurance rather than a quality control process. Instruc-
tion and assessment are no longer two separate entities; on the contrary, everything
that is part of the process of instruction and learning (such as learners’ questions
and answers, their engagement in activities, work done silently, homework) is ob-
served, analysed and evaluated by the teacher in order to guide instruction.

In other words, the data that are continuously gathered throughout the lessons
serve as the evidence on the basis of which the teacher decides how to plan the next
(instructional) steps in order to address leaners’ needs (Leahy et al., 2005; Wiliam,
2011). Teachers try to interpret what learners have understood, i.e. where learning
and teaching has already been effective and where there is still room for improve-
ment. This should be communicated via individual feedback which does not only
include what needs to be improved, but also gives advice on how this could be
achieved and what has already been successfully mastered. Such feedback, which
lies at the heart of AFL, should give learners the opportunity to reflect on their own
learning and to ideally develop an understanding of their performance, which will
enable them to readjust their learning process (Swaffield, 2011).

The wealth of information on learners’ achievements generated by AFL might at
first sight seem overwhelming and unmanageable to teachers. However, the im-
provements thus achieved speak for themselves and make it worth investing time
and effort in finding methods and strategies that turn a traditional classroom where
performance is solely reflected in grades into an AFL classroom. Black and Wiliam
(2010), in their influential review of literature on assessment for learning in the
classroom, discovered that learners whose teachers made use of AFL attained in six
or seven months what would have cost them a year if they had been taught and
assessed in a traditional way. Another study, which was conducted in 2004, shows
that these improvements in learning could even be upheld over longer periods and
were also confirmed in standardized tests (Black et al., 2004; Leahy et al., 2005).

Of course, AFL is not a panacea for any and all kinds of educational problems. How-
ever, based on the research findings so far it can be said with certainty that AFL
works, that it raises standards of achievement and is beneficial for learners, espe-
cially so for low achievers who tend to benefit from AFL even more than other
learners (Black & Wiliam, 2010). The question now remains how AFL is best put
into practice. While the general principles of AFL are relevant for all subject areas,
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the way that they are applied with regard to methods, tasks and activities can vary
widely depending on which subject is taught (Black et al., 2004).

AFL Strategies

The following paragraphs will therefore outline five AFL strategies (Leahy et al.,
2005; Swaffield, 2011) that are accepted as the core ingredients of AFL and that work
for teachers of different subjects and at different levels. A sixth strategy, which we
deem to be of particular importance within the Austrian context, will be introduced
in the next section. Specific examples accompanying these strategies will demon-
strate how they can be applied in a language learning environment.

1. To start with, the most important component of AFL is feedback that supports
learners in making progress. However well-intentioned some teacher feedback
might be, it is often not conducive to learning when students fail to successfully
incorporate it and act upon it. This can justifiably lead to frustration on both sides.
The reasons might be that the feedback is either not informative enough because it
does not address the areas where learners need to improve or it is not related to
success criteria that inform learners what is expected of them. If learners do not
know or understand what they are supposed to achieve, they cannot adjust their
performance accordingly. Thus, comments such as ‘Well done!’; ‘You’ve made an
effort!”’; “Try harder next time!’, are not effective because they neither identify lean-
ers’ strengths nor do they make any suggestions for improvement. Instead, teach-
ers’ feedback comments should be specific (e.g., ‘The example you used in para-
graph three of your essay really supports your argument very effectively’; ‘Remem-
ber to avoid contractions in a formal text type such as an opinion essay’) and for-
ward-looking (‘In your next essay, try to avoid generalizations and provide specific
examples instead’).

2. From the very start of the learning process, the criteria for success and the
learning objectives need to be clearly communicated. For instance, by providing
students with strong and weak work samples that they have to analyse, their critical
thinking skills are trained. To start with, samples should be chosen where the good
and weak points are easily discernible for learners. Once they have developed their
analytical skills, samples of similar quality can be selected (Leahy et al., 2005).
When learners know and comprehend the desired learning outcomes, they are pre-
pared for their teacher’s feedback. The feedback should be given continuously
throughout the whole learning process and not just at the end. By doing so, it serves
as scaffolding, which learners climb on their way to achieving the agreed-upon
standards. In order to bring about all the desired outcomes of AFL, learners need to
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understand where they are in relation to their aims, where they are heading to and
what they can do to bridge this gap. Only if all three of these aspects are fulfilled
will they be able to successfully work on and improve their performance (Black &
Wiliam, 2010; Stiggins, 2005).

3. It is important to note, however, that in AFL classrooms, the teacher is not the
only source of feedback. The introduction of peer-assessment is another important
step in helping learners to become actively involved in the learning process. Learn-
ers need to engage with the learning content and understand the set criteria in order
to be able to evaluate their peers’ work. Thus, both parties, i.e. the recipients and
the providers of feedback, benefit from peer-assessment tasks. According to Leahy
et al. (2005), learners up to the end of secondary education are also more likely to
find mistakes in someone else’s work than in their own, and it is easier for them to
work on feedback given by peers rather than by the teacher, which is often just pas-
sively received. In order to prevent learners from giving grades on their peers’
work, it is helpful to introduce peer-feedback templates/tasks that guide learners in
the process of giving valuable and constructive feedback. For lower secondary
school learners ‘Two Stars and a Wish’ has proven to be successful in reinforcing
motivation and self-confidence by not only giving a suggestion for improvement
(one wish) but by also spotting and emphasising the positive aspects (two stars) of
the work. A similar task for upper secondary school learners is the so-called ‘Tickled
Pink and Green for Growth’ highlighting method where learners underline in pink
two examples that meet the requirements of success and then find an aspect which
offers room for improvement which is highlighted in green. In a discussion, learn-
ers work through the passages marked in pink and explain to each other what they
liked about them and suggest how the part in green could be improved (Stern, 2001).

4. The fourth principle of AFL requires learners to take responsibility for their own
learning or, more accurately, to share this responsibility with their teachers. As it
is the case with peer-feedback, self-assessment can only be successful if learners
know and understand the learning objectives. A quick and easy self-assessment ac-
tivity that prepares the ground for more challenging self-assessment tasks are ‘traf-
fic light cards’. Learners are asked to label either their written work or their under-
standing of a concept green, yellow or red. The colours indicate their level of un-
derstanding (good, partial, little) or their assessment of their written work (good,
ok, room for improvement). In a next step, learners can be asked to give reasons
for their evaluation. In a more challenging task, learners are provided with a list of
success criteria (see peer-assessment above) against which they compare and eval-
uate their own work. In this way, they train their metacognitive skills and develop
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a much clearer idea about what is expected from them (Black et al., 2004; Leahy et
al., 2005).

5. Another way of checking learners’ understanding and guiding their process of
learning is the use of classroom discussions and effective questions (see chapter
3 in this volume). In AFL questions can be used to find out where learners are in
their learning, if they have grasped a recently taught concept or where instruction
should start. The important thing, according to Leahy et al. (2005), is not to “listen
for the ‘correct’ answer”, but to listen “for what we can learn about the students’
thinking” (p. 21). Using the answers we elicit from our students to inform our in-
struction as well as to guide or even change the course of our lesson might be daunt-
ing at first, but will prove to be successful in the long term.

Formative use of summative tests

Already in 1998, Black and Wiliam (2010) criticized that “the problems of the rela-
tionship between teachers’ formative and summative roles have received no atten-
tion” (p. 84). More than 20 years later, this is still the case in Austria. That is why we
discuss the formative use of summative tests as the sixth principle of AFL in this
chapter. In this respect, tests should not be treated as separate entities which mark
the end of a teaching cycle after which a new ‘content block’ starts, but should be
used to direct the next steps in teaching and help modify instruction accordingly. It
should not be the grade alone that informs learners of their performance, but feed-
back that learners can and should work with. The formative use of summative as-
sessment starts already with the learners’ preparation for the test. Instead of pas-
sively reading through their learning materials, learners should become more ac-
tive in their learning.

A way to stimulate this active engagement is to rewrite the subject matter by turning
it into learning objectives, which clearly describe what students are expected to
know/be able to do (can-do statements). Learners can then apply the traffic-light
method described earlier by marking the statements green, yellow or red (Black et
al., 2004). Students can use this information to guide their review process. Handing
out their last written test and asking learners to go through the areas they had diffi-
culties with is another way of linking assessment to learning. In pairs, learners
might question each other on ‘red’ areas to find out if they have closed this gap in
the meantime. In order to help learners develop an overview and a clearer under-
standing of the subject matter, they could be asked to develop some test ques-
tions/tasks together, one or two of which might be used in the actual test.
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When preparing the test, it is important to ensure that it actually tests what it is
meant to test; in other words, it should be in accordance with the learning objec-
tives and linked to the learning activities carried out in class. The feedback that
learners receive on their test performance should go beyond the giving of a mere
grade or percentage. The above-mentioned methods ‘Two Stars and a Wish’ or ‘Tick-
led Pink and Green for Growth’ also work for feedback on tests and give learners
more information on their performance than a grade. Learners also engage more
actively with teachers’ feedback when they are expected to rewrite their own or
even one of their peers’ texts.

This section suggests that the two forms of assessment (summative and formative)
do not necessarily have to occupy opposite points on the spectrum of assessment,
but can be used to inform and benefit each other.

Conclusion

Research has shown that AFL has the potential to have a positive impact on learners
in a number of areas: “[learners’] engagement with learning, their attainment as
measured by tests, and most importantly their growth in becoming more self-regu-
lating, autonomous learners” (Swaffield, 2011, p. 447). Teachers benefit as well, and
the culture of the classroom is transformed (Swaffield, 2011). However, the sheer
number of methods associated with AFL might be overwhelming at first sight and
even discourage teachers from attempting to implement it. Still, even though it is
true that making AFL work in your own class setting requires time, perseverance
and effort, it is worth taking “risks in the belief that such investment of time will
yield rewards in the future, while “delivery” and “coverage” with poor understand-
ing are pointless and can even be harmful” (Black & Wiliam, 2010, p. 87).

Practical Applications

Example 1

Goal: learners will identify characteristic features of the target text type in their own
and their peers’ work; learners will give and receive peer feedback; learners will
revise their written work based on peer and teacher feedback

Activity: learning from assessment (genre writing)
Rationale: to allow learners to experience assessment for learning

Pre-knowledge: characteristics of the target text type
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Level: CEFR B1+ and above

Procedure

1. The characteristics of a text type learners are working on (e.g., blog / article /
essay...) are revised in class. For example, this can be done by providing successful
examples of the target text type to analyze. If necessary, learners can put together
a checklist of things to watch out for when writing this particular text type.

2. For homework, learners individually write a text on a topic set by the teacher
(first draft).

3. In the next lesson, learners form groups of three and compare their texts. To-
gether, they find the best arguments, introductions, topic sentences, conclusions
etc., referring to their class notes or checklist as needed. Finally, they produce a
new text using the most successful bits and pieces of their individual homework
texts (second draft).

4. These new texts (second drafts) are discussed in class. The groups have to argue
why they think their introductions, paragraphs, conclusions etc. are effective. The
teacher guides the discussion and highlights examples of successful writing.

5. The groups revise their texts again based on the feedback received from their
peers and the teacher in the class discussion (third draft). The third drafts are sub-
mitted to the teacher for marking.

6. The teacher evaluates and assesses the texts and gives feedback, focusing on both
successful elements of the text and areas that need improvement.

Alternative version:

It is sometimes useful to focus specifically on the logic of the arguments in a learner
text. In such cases, the group phase (steps 3 to 5 above) can be replaced by a pair
correction phase in which learners are told to identify the main arguments in each
paragraph of their partner’s text and to summarize the main content points of the
text, essentially ‘reverse-engineering’ their partner’s line of argumentation. This al-
lows the writer of the text to see if they have communicated their ideas successfully
before they submit their texts to the teacher for marking.

Example 2

Goal: learners will revise their work after some time has passed; learners will prac-
tise peer reviewing (first alternative version); learners will incorporate their
teacher’s feedback into their revisions (second alternative version)
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Activity: Two-Phase Assessment (based on Stern’s (2011) concept of Zwei-Phasen-
Arbeit’)

Rationale: to allow learners to experience assessment as part of the learning pro-
cess

Pre-knowledge: depends on the content of the test

Level: CEFR A2 and above

Procedure

1. Learners complete a test set by the teacher. The teacher collects the tests, but
does not grade them.

2. In the next lesson, learners get the opportunity to revise their tests without con-
sulting other sources or their class notes. The teacher sets a time limit for this revi-
sion phase.

3. The teacher grades the revised version of the test.
Alternative versions:

The version of two-phase assessment described above can be seen as the ‘classic’
version. It can be adapted in various ways to suit different levels and needs:

1. The teacher annotates the test before returning it to learners for revision; peer
reviewing is also possible at this stage.

2. The teacher grades the first version; if a learner’s corrections show that they have
improved, this can positively affect their grade in the area of active participation
(Mitarbeit). The second alternative version is useful if teachers feel that this ap-
proach to grading might be challenged by parents or the school authorities.

Activities and questions for reflection
1. How can AFL change teachers’ understanding of assessment?
2. What elements of the Austrian curriculum are compatible with AFL?

3. Pick one of the core AFL strategies and think about how you could apply it in a
class you are currently teaching.
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Suggestions for further reading:

Black, P., Harrison, C., & Lee, C. (2003). Assessment for learning: Putting it into prac-
tice. Open University Press.

Based on a cooperation with schools, this book aims to connect research and prac-

tice in Assessment for Learning.

Green, A. (2014). Exploring Language Assessment and Testing: Language in Action.
Routledge.

This is a good overview of current theories and recent research that is relevant for
common assessment issues.

Sigott, G. (Ed.). (2018). Language Testing in Austria: Taking Stock / Sprachtesten in Os-
terreich: eine Bestandsaufnahme. Peter Lang.

This book represents ten years of language test development and language testing

research in Austria, both for German as a first language and modern foreign lan-

guages including English.

Stern, T. (2010). Forderliche Leistungsbewertung. OZEPS.

This book addresses innovative forms of assessment in an Austrian context. It can
be downloaded free of charge from oezeps.at: https://www.oezeps.at/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2011/07/Leistungsbewertung_Onlineversion_Neu.pdf

A solid, concise introduction to the principles of AFL (“Assessment for Learning: 10
Principles. Research-based principles to guide classroom practice of Assessment
for Learning”) by the Assessment Reform Group can be found at:
http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/DocLibrary/SBA/HKDSE/Eng_DVD/doc/Afl_princi-
ples.pdf

Practical guidelines for AFL can be found at: http://ccea.org.uk/sites/de-
fault/files/docs/curriculum/assessment/assessment_for_learning/afl_practi-
cal_guide.pdf and https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/assessment-learn-
ing-activities-0

Commentary on reflection questions

1. Assessment and instruction are not seen as separate; rather, assessment supports
learners in the learning process and guides teachers’ decisions as to what needs to
be addressed in their teaching.

2. The process character of learning is emphasized; learners should be given op-
portunities to assess themselves; some suggestions for teaching methods and strat-
egies are consistent with AFL (e.g., learning journals, portfolios, project work...);
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the importance of individualized feedback methods that focus on the strengths and
weaknesses of each student is emphasized; the assessment process should be trans-
parent and comprehensible for the learner — however, it is not explained how ex-
actly all of this should be done.

3. Your answer to this reflection question will depend on your personal teaching
experience and context. The point of this question is to encourage reflection on AFL
strategies and how they can be applied.



