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The Assessment Special 
TAGs a lot! 
The burden of TAGs has fallen firmly at 

the feet of teachers who have had to 
squeeze evidence from wearied exam 
classes, mark and moderate. As Dame Alison 
Peacock wrote in last week’s TES, “You have 
done what has been asked. You are going 
above what is expected. You deserve our 
thanks.” 

While no-one would wish this year’s pace and lack of 
guidance on the profession again, there has been a 
silver lining that some of you have expressed. 
Namely, how valuable you have found moderating 
together with colleagues.   
Dedicated meeting time (albeit still not enough) 
has sparked quality conversations. As teachers, 
we are hard pressed, past our training year, to 
find time to go into each others’ classrooms and 
observe teaching.  But spending time looking at 
each others’ books and assessments together is 
just as useful. Looking at students’ work triggers 
those conversation that backward chain student 
outcomes to the teaching.  How did you get your 
class to all do (x)?  What common problems/ 
blocks are occurring across classes? Have I been 
fair to all students and avoided unconscious bias? 
What evidence do I have for this judgement? 
What does a high, middle and low attainer have 
success and difficulties with? What is comparable 
across the classes? What does excellence (a grade 
8 or 9) look like?  How does it differ from a grade 
5 or 6? And the particularly thorny issues this 
year, just how much evidence is enough to credit 
the student?  
In short, moderating is first rate CPD, honing our 
assessment, curriculum, and pedagogical 
knowledge. Through debate, challenge and  
 

discussion, moderation develops our shared 
understanding of the standards to ensure that 
our assessment judgements are accurate, fair 
and robust.  What is more, moderating 
together makes us think hard about how we 
can teach our subject better. Quality 
conversations are therefore the  cornerstone 
of both assessment and planning, creating a 
‘forest wisdom’– a co-operative system of 
shared support & intelligence.  
All that being said, there is no doubt that we 
will breathe a sigh of relief once TAGs are 
finally done with (at least until Appeal season). 
But once we have put the terror of this time 
behind us, and finally had a good night’s sleep, 
it is worth ensuring that we set aside time to 
standardise and moderate, not just for exam 
classes, but for each year group, keeping work 
as benchmarks. Department time sharing 
student work can help us to pool our ‘forest 
wisdom’ and reteach immediately 
misunderstood concepts, knowledge and 
know-how.  This is the real data analysis.  
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https://www.tes.com/news/gcse-exams-dfe-mustnt-forget-its-pledge-trust-teachers
https://researchschool.org.uk/durrington/news/what-we-need-to-know-about-cognitive-bias
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Underland-Deep-Journey-Robert-Macfarlane/dp/0241143802


 
 

New policy ahead: 
rethinking marking 
Written marking is one of the 

most time-consuming tasks that a teacher 
undertakes.  If you are spending hours marking, 
writing lengthy comments, what do you not have 
time to do?  
Take a moment to consider the feedback that you 
have provided recently to students.  What has 
had the largest impact: verbal or written 
feedback?  Sometimes a 1 to 1 conversation in 
class can be worth a term’s worth of written 
comments.  That is not to say that written 
feedback can’t be useful, just that it is only one of 
a large array of feedback strategies that we have. 
Furthermore, giving feedback is not the same as 
receiving it.  It is what the learner does with the 
feedback that matters. Having looked carefully at 
the evidence with the Feedback & Marking 
Working group, our marking policy is changing. 
More on this at the T & L meeting on Tuesday 8th 
June 3.30-4.30pm.   
 

Why less is more: focused feedback 
Have you ever had someone observe your lesson 
and give you feedback? The feedback given is 
meant to help. But too often, it doesn’t: too 
many issues are raised, comments are too broad 
or lesson specific. To make feedback 
useful, instructional coaching suggests we 
prioritise one small goal, practise it immediately, 
and return to it subsequently. 
If teachers need focused feedback, surely 
students do too.  Harry Fletcher-Wood suggests 
four reasons why we should give less feedback:  
1. Focused feedback reduces cognitive load 
2. Focused feedback promotes behaviour 

change 
3. Focused feedback boosts confidence and 

self-efficacy 
4. Focused feedback reduces workload. 
Picture some student work in your subject.  You 
may pick out some errors, give some words of 
encouragement or praise, and suggest some 
improvements.  In history, for example, I might 
pick out spelling and grammar errors,  put in the 
margin a reminder of a key historical event 
missed, suggest that more detail is included to 
explain a point, and that more links back to the  

question need to be made. Some students may 
find this of use, but at best most students will 
pick one comment that they can action the 
most easily, and few will know how to take this 
forward in future.  
So how does focused feedback work? 

1. Pick the most important thing students 
can improve 

2. Give an immediate task that helps them 
act on the goal 

3. Show how this improvement applies to a 
future tasks.  

So now my feedback may be, ‘The backbone of 
a strong historical argument is a clear 
understanding of the events.  Review your 
timeline and write two sentences about each 
event and how this links to the question.’ 
Of course, one of the best ways to do this may 
well be through whole class feedback. 
    

Rethinking Assessment  
The past two years have all but turned 
statutory assessment on its head and made us 
question what the future might look like.  
Should we have two sets of examinations, at 16 
and at 18?  Is there merit in teacher 
assessment? Are exams the fairest way to 
validate and certify learning? Have exams 
replaced the curriculum as the central 
organising principle in some schools? If you 
want to get involved in the debate, do make 
your voice heard.  Rethinking Assessment 
https://rethinkingassessment.com/about-us-
ra/ want your input.  
 

Well-being half-term 
Next half-term, look out for some optional 
wellbeing workshops. The first, not to be 
missed, is training from Lara Cox: ‘7 stops to 
anxiety’. After TAGs and the stresses of the 
year, I recommend these practical, easy to 
implement, techniques to all!       

Thank you for reading! 
CHd 

Blog of the week: 
Moving from marking 
towards feedback – 
Improving Teaching 

 

https://www.ambition.org.uk/blog/what-instructional-coaching/
https://improvingteaching.co.uk/2021/02/28/focused-feedback-why-less-is-more/
https://improvingteaching.co.uk/2017/06/18/guiding-student-improvement-without-individual-feedback/
https://rethinkingassessment.com/about-us-ra/
https://rethinkingassessment.com/about-us-ra/
https://improvingteaching.co.uk/2014/10/19/moving-from-marking-to-feedback/
https://improvingteaching.co.uk/2014/10/19/moving-from-marking-to-feedback/
https://improvingteaching.co.uk/2014/10/19/moving-from-marking-to-feedback/


 

Thank you for reading 

 



  

 

 


