Thinking Skills and Assessment for Learning 

Welshpool High School has been part of the Thinking Skills and Assessment for Learning project run by DCELLS for the Welsh Assembly Government.

In English and in Science we have been piloting various techniques. Where possible we used particular groups with a number of pupils common to the two subjects, so that we could make cross-curricular links, and so the pupils did not see the techniques as subject-specific. 

As well as meeting at conferences in Llandrindod, we also met colleagues within the Key Stage 2/3 cluster group. This involved staff from Ysgol Maesydre, Guilsfield County Primary School and Ysgol Gynradd Caereinion. We shared practice, discussed ideas and looked for commonality in our work. These meetings have become of increasing value as time has gone on and pupils have transferred from Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3. We have been able to build on their learning techniques developed in junior school and those pupils have been able to help others outside the trial during Year 7.

The sorts of techniques that we trialled included:

(the list is not exhaustive)

	Thinking Skills
	Assessment for Learning

	Diamond ranking

KWL grids

Concept mapping

Mind mapping

Thinking partners

Thinking Games

One to One


	Peer assessment

Self assessment

Questioning techniques

Traffic light assessment

Positive marking and oral feedback

White board use (individual/group)




Most of these techniques (especially the Thinking Skills) have been trialled simultaneously in the feeder schools and therefore we would expect some future pupils to be familiar with them, albeit in a different context. The majority of these techniques are now used throughout the Science and English departments. Following whole school training, these are also being adopted more widely.

We have used many of the Thinking Skills strategies to help the development process of thinking, and in particular to help pupils to form opinions and make decisions. In Science this has also been in conjunction with a drive to improve literacy. Emphasis on developing ideas, expressing them in class and then rephrasing them in writing, has been integral to the approach.

The area on which we have particularly focused has been peer and self assessment. In all cases the approach encourages pupils to think about what makes a piece of work OK, good or excellent, as they are required to assess either their own work or a fellow pupil’s at some stage. Additionally the approaches encourage pupils to look at how work could be improved, so that they know how to move forward. Pupils become more critical and more appreciative of work produced. 

1. Self assessment of prior knowledge of a topic – using a tick list or traffic light approach.

2. Self marking of homework to a given mark scheme.

3. Self marking of homework or class work to a pupil-generated mark scheme. This needs to be generated through discussion (shared success criteria) – e.g. What does a good piece of work look like? What should I look for in a good graph?

4. Self Assessment of written homework. Pupils are set a task which involves explaining a scientific point. After the homework has been done, but before it has been handed in, pupils are given the opportunity to compare their work with a neighbour’s and then adapt or adjust homework if they wish.

5. Peer marking can easily be combined with the above. Pupils use a two stars and a wish approach or try to write a question to elucidate further understanding. Time needs to be allowed for pupils to answer these questions. 

6. Review of summative tests/exams. Pupils receive their tests back marked tick or cross only (no corrections). Pupils then work together by comparing papers to anticipate the mark scheme and can write in the correct answers. This encourages pupils to read the questions more carefully and interpret them more fully.

7. Exam analysis. Self assessment approaches to analysing exam performance. Looking for patterns eg marks lost by not reading the question carefully, not using the information provided, or making a mistake in a calculation. Pupils learn to recognise persistent errors and weaknesses, which can therefore be addressed.     

We have found that these techniques have encouraged cooperative working and made pupils consider far more how well they are doing. This in turn means that pupils are better able to recognise what can be done to improve their work. These approaches to peer and self assessment can be time consuming, especially when unfamiliar to pupils, however this is outweighed by improved learning, and learning how to learn.   

