Why Assessment is at the Heart of Effective Teaching and Learning

Imagine a teacher standing at the front of a classroom, pouring their heart and soul into
delivering a lesson. They see nodding heads and engaged faces, but how do they know their
message is truly getting through? Without assessment, that teacher is essentially navigating
in the dark, relying on assumptions rather than evidence. Assessment is the flashlight that
illuminates the path of teaching and learning, ensuring that every step forward is purposeful
and effective.

Teaching without assessment is like driving without a map. You might move forward, but
there’s no way to know if you're headed in the right direction. Assessment provides the
critical feedback loop that ensures teaching strategies are working and learning is taking
place. It helps educators identify gaps, refine their methods, and ensure students are
achieving their potential.

In their groundbreaking research, Black and Wiliam (1998) describe assessment as the
bridge between teaching and learning. This bridge allows teachers to gauge not just what
students have retained, but how they’re applying knowledge, developing skills, and forming
deeper understanding. In essence, assessment transforms teaching from a one-way
transmission of information into a dynamic, responsive process.

Too often, assessment is viewed as the bookend of teaching, a final test or a grade at the
end of a term. But this perspective undermines its true potential. Assessment should be
woven seamlessly into every stage of the learning process, guiding both teachers and
students in real-time. Stiggins (2002) asserts that assessment isn’t a postscript to teaching;
it's the very driver that shapes it.

Consider a chef tasting their dish as they cook, adjusting seasoning and flavours along the
way. Similarly, formative assessment, such as class discussions, quick quizzes, or even
observations, provides immediate insights that allow educators to adapt and refine their
approaches. By the time a summative assessment comes around, both teacher and student
are more likely to achieve success because they’ve had the opportunity to adjust and
improve along the journey.

A balanced approach to assessment involves combining formative assessments that guide
day-to-day learning with summative assessments that evaluate overall achievement.
Imagine a coach working with an athlete. Daily drills and feedback (formative assessment)
prepare the athlete for competition, while the match itself (summative assessment)
measures success. Both are essential, and one without the other is incomplete.

The Chartered Institution for Educational Assessors (CIEA) advocates for this balanced
approach, ensuring that assessments not only measure learning but also promote growth.
Heritage (2010) highlights how formative assessments provide real-time evidence that helps
students take ownership of their learning while giving teachers the data they need to adapt
their instruction.

Teachers and Assessors are more than content experts, they are also skilled assessors who
play a vital role in shaping their students’ educational journeys. Effective assessment allows
educators to set clear goals, provide meaningful feedback, and foster a culture of growth and
improvement in their classrooms. However, this requires training and resources to ensure
assessments are well-designed and impactful.



At the CIEA, we emphasize the importance of professional development in this area.
Educators who become Chartered Assessors gain the skills and confidence to lead
assessment practices in their schools, colleges, or universities. They move beyond simply
delivering lessons to becoming architects of meaningful, measurable learning experiences.

Technology offers exciting opportunities to enhance the way we assess learning. From
online quizzes that provide instant feedback to Al-driven tools that analyse performance
trends, digital assessment has the potential to make the process more efficient and
personalised. However, as Cooney Horvath (2023) wisely cautions, technology should
complement pedagogy, not replace it. The human element, the teacher’s insight and
judgment, remains irreplaceable.

For example, imagine a teacher using an adaptive learning platform to track student
progress. The technology identifies patterns and highlights areas for improvement, but it's
the teacher who interprets these insights and designs strategies to address them. Together,
technology and human expertise create a powerful synergy that benefits both educators and
learners.

Assessment is not just a tool for measuring learning; it's a cornerstone of education itself.
When placed at the heart of teaching, it empowers both educators and students to achieve
their best. As Black and Wiliam (1998) remind us, when assessment works well, teaching
and learning are seamless and mutually reinforcing.

At the CIEA, we are dedicated to supporting educators in their mission to place assessment
at the heart of their practice. Through resources, training, and professional development, we
aim to build a future where every learner’s progress is illuminated, and every educator is
empowered to make a difference.

Joe Toko,

Director, CIEA
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