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Why use this tool?

Formative assessment improves attainment. 
An important curriculum defining site is 
the feedback conversation.  How a tutor 
responds to a student’s work creates 
boundaries and proscribes what students 
come to believe is worthwhile work. This 
is a framework for examining how your 
conversations with students influence  
their attainment. 

How should it be used? 

Use it to challenge current practices and 
conventions in formative assessment.  
Use it to do things differently. Then evaluate. 
It is a mechanism for eliminating inequality 
in students’ attainment. Black and Wiliam 
(1998) define formative assessment as:  
‘All those activities undertaken by teachers, 
and/or by their students, which provide 
information to be used as feedback to 
modify the teaching and learning activities  
in which they are engaged’. 

This tool has been developed by Dr Duna 
Sabri, based on her ‘Student’s Identity and 
Attainment Experience’ research

Top tips

• Develop students’ conceptions of what 
makes ‘good’ work, e.g. by asking them 
to comment on previous students’ work.

• When students talk about their work, 
what are you listening for? How do you 
think students perceive and understand 
your formative assessment of their work?

• Help students interpret the feedback  
of others and develop their capacity  
to contest it.

“I had been stuck on the 
idea of students having needs 
rather than focusing on what 
we do, and the need for me to 
make changes.  
Academic support tutor
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Step 1: Set out the terrain 

• List or show all the formative assessment   
 opportunities that are designed into the year   
(stage 1, 2 or 3) for your students. 

• Include each occasion they have a crit, group  
tutorial or one-to-one tutorial that they would   
be expected to attend in order to show work   
and obtain comments from others about it.  
Add in any online or informal opportunities  
for gaining feedback on their work or ideas. 

Step 2: Note the numbers 

• What proportion of your students make use  
 of these opportunities? 

• Which students attend? In particular… 

• What is the attendance of students from  
different ethnicities? 

• If you see students consecutively, how is  
time distributed, and to whose advantage?

Step 3:  Examine the educative impact 
of these opportunities

• What does it look like at its best? 

• What does it look like when it goes wrong? 

• Further questions to explore educative impact: 

• How successful are your questioning   
  techniques? How does this vary across  
  the cohort of students? 

• What strategies do you use to understand  
  a student’s creative intent? How successful  
  are these? 

•	When students talk about their work,   
  what are you listening for?  How do you think  
  students perceive  and understand your   
  formative assessment of their work? (e.g.  
  when you say you ‘like’ students’ work, do   
  students understand why; and when you  
  say ‘I don’t get it’, how often do students   
  respond with a lucid explanation of their  
  creative intent?) 

• What have students said or done, recently,  

 that has led you to question your view   
 of what makes ‘good’ work? 

Step 4: Doing: an endless range of 
interventions is possible in relation  
to steps 2 and 3 above

Numbers: if attendance is low among students 
for the formative assessment opportunities 
that you provide, inquire why. If you chase 
students who do not attend, start with those 
whom you think may be headed for a 2.2 or 3rd 
class degree: research evidence suggests that 
your time is most effectively spent with them. 
Similarly, prioritise the order in which students 
are seen.

Educative impact: interventions depend on 
a diagnosis of your practice and you might 
benefit from peer observation, especially of 
conversations about students’ creative and 
intellectual intent. Interventions can:

• Develop students’ conceptions of what makes 
‘good’ work, e.g. by asking them to comment  
on previous students’ work.

• Focus communication on creative intent 
as well as execution and technical 
accomplishment.

• Help students interpret the feedback of others 
and develop their capacity to contest it.

Observe how students situate their own work, 
how you situate it, and the significance  
of the similarity or difference between you.

Attend to your own positionality when guiding 
students producing work that pertains  
to their identity.

Stimulate curiosity about students’ attainment 
and formative assessment practices within your 
course team.

Disrupt a focus on grades by exploring the 
rationale for them, and holding it up to critical 
examination: use ‘Make the Grade’.
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List of resources:

• Students’ Experience of Identity and 
Attainment at UAL – Year 4 report (2018): 
https://canvas.arts.ac.uk/News/50512/
research-students-identity-and-experience-
of-attainment

Notes

Academic 
Enhancement 
Model 
Toolbox
Eliminating inequality in formative assessment  
is one of a series of worksheets brought together by 
the Academic Enhancement Model (AEM) team, part  
of the UAL Teaching and Learning Exchange.  
The current series includes:

• Creating inclusive briefs 
• De-biasing strategies 
• Eliminating inequality in formative assessment 
• Internationalising the curriculum 
• Reducing referrals and resubmissions 
• Rethinking industry engagement 

Creating 
inclusive 
briefs

De-biasing 
strategies

Eliminating 
inequality 
in formative 
assessment

Internationalising 
the curriculum 

Reducing 
referrals and 
resubmissions 

Rethinking 
industry 
engagement 

To request digital versions of the worksheets email 
AEMsupport@arts.ac.uk
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