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How does
AfL work
SARAH GEARY

in practical subjects?

Head of Drama

Background
This case study grew out of a training session I went to during my first term at Ark Academy, led
by Dylan Wiliam from the Institute of Education. Wiliam, considered a guru in the assessment
world, argued that teachers need to understand what Assessment for Learning (AfL) means both
in general and specifically within their subject. It was an exciting and interesting presentation, as
you would expect from such a charismatic expert. However, I couldn’t shake the feeling that many
of the suggested activities were unsuitable for a drama lesson, and that incorporating them would
interfere with the learning, not improve it. The frustration wasn’t helped by the teachers around
me enthusiastically scribbling down Wiliam’s every word. They could clearly see the relevance of
his ideas, so what was I missing?
During the break, just as I was questioning my own understanding of AfL, I overheard Wiliam
talking to the Head of Drama at another academy about this exact issue. My ears pricked up.
Wiliam was reassuring him that his techniques were harder to implement in practical subjects like
his, not least because AfL – collecting evidence of students’ current performance and using it to
tell them where they need to go next – is something great drama teachers do all the time, without
necessarily thinking, ‘this is an AfL moment’. I was relieved by this, and then buoyed when Wiliam
went on to say that teachers of practical subjects have much to offer when it comes to developing
AfL across the school. He said that some of the most effective AfL ideas in his model had
originated from the creative, practical subjects.
Soon after this training session I attended an inset day led by London Drama, which looked
critically at the recommendations of Black and Wiliam1, and claimed that ‘attendees will leave
having revisited the drama form as a rich learning and assessment tool, totally in keeping with
AFL values without having to interrupt their lessons by doing so.’2 Off the back of these two
training sessions came this case study: a framework of drama specific teaching activities that
build meaningful assessment for learning into lessons, without limiting the opportunities for
student performance.
1
2

Black and Wiliam – Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards Through Classroom Assessment, (1998)
http://www.londondrama.org
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It’s AfL sir, just not as you know it
Before we go any further, it may be useful to define what we mean by AfL. The following quote
puts it as clearly as any other I’ve seen:

“Assessment for Learning is the process of seeking and interpreting
evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the
learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get
there.3 ”
AfL evolved from ‘formative assessment’. Formative assessment dates back to the 1960s,
when educationalists realised there was a need to differentiate the times when teachers and
students evaluate their learning and progress, from the more general teaching activities of a
school classroom. Formative assessment describes the part of the process where feedback from
assessment activities guides where a student needs to go next, and prepares them for their
summative, or culminating, assessment.
The term ‘Assessment for Learning’ came into use in the late 1980s. AfL differs from formative
assessment in that it is more likely to describe the activities used by teachers and students to
recognise and enhance the learning as it happens. Having said that, both terms really are about
the things that ‘good teachers do’ in their classrooms to assist students with their learning and
progress, and much of this is just a naming of parts.
The Assessment Reform Group established in 1988, and the Assessment Policy Task Group
which followed it, ‘pursued the agenda of improving assessment in all of its forms’ by reviewing
the impact of Assessment for Learning on classroom practice4. As a result, much recent teacher
training and research has focused on AfL techniques; finding the most effective ways of employing
them and improving their usage.
Over the last five to ten years the more traditional AfL methods have become well established,
and can be seen in the classrooms of teachers from many subjects. Mainstay AfL techniques
include traffic lighting, thumbs up/thumbs down and plenary triangle5. Teachers are quick to
see the value of these methods, and in my experience most colleagues have them as part of their
AfL toolkit.

3
Assessment Reform Group (2002)
4
J. Gardner, Assessment and Learning: Theory, Policy and Practice, (2006)
5	Black and Wiliam, ibid
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As AfL grew and developed the focus was on disseminating the good practice as widely as
possible and finding new methods to use in a modern classroom. However, as it became
packaged for easy distribution, AfL in some cases became over-simplified, as those techniques
which have proved useful in one setting were copied unthinkingly to another. Looking at where
we are now, the danger is that AfL has become tokenistic and superficial, a box ticked for an
observation to ‘prove’ that progress is happening.
An AfL technique in itself is of little value; it becomes effective if a teacher can integrate it
into their lesson plan in a way that helps students develop an understanding of the desired
performance. A useful example is ‘traffic light cups’. Used effectively, these can be an ideal
way of providing quick visual feedback to the teacher about students’ understanding, helping
them either to reshape a task or move on accordingly. Used ineffectively, the activity becomes
pointless, and the futility of it becomes obvious to all involved.
But what about used in a practical subject? How do traffic light cups work in drama or PE? In my
opinion, the answer is that they don’t. In practical subjects these ideas can become cumbersome,
disruptive and hinder the flow of the lesson. Try to imagine a rehearsal where students place
cups on the chairs or floor near their workspace, whilst trying to develop a scene using physical
theatre. Or a football game where the students need to carry cups in their shorts to hold up when
needed. You can start to see the problems (and comedy) behind such a method.
This is also true of other techniques. Methods that require equipment, such as traffic light
cups, mini white boards, and interactive-whiteboards, may seem exciting, but cause problems in
subjects like drama. According to some, this may be a real obstacle:

“Teachers will not take up attractive sounding ideas, albeit based on
extensive research, if these are presented as general principles which
leave entirely to them the task of translating them into everyday practice.
Their classroom lives are too busy and too fragile for this to be possible
for all but an outstanding few. What they need is a variety of living
examples of implementation, by teachers with whom they can identify
and from whom they can both derive conviction and confidence that they
can do better, and see concrete examples of what doing better means in
practice.” 6
I actually disagree with Black and Wiliam here, or at least think that things have moved on
significantly since 1998. Imagine a similar statement about another profession: “Doctors’ lives
are too busy and too fragile to engage with research into new treatments and medicines.” If we
believe there is parity between teaching and other professions, then we shouldn’t accept this kind
of mediocrity.
6

Black and Wiliam, Ibid
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For me, the absence of ‘concrete’ AfL techniques in drama motivated me to develop my own. I
started with a helpful list of general considerations about assessment which came from the two
training sessions I’d attended. First, assessment must:
l
l
l
l
l
l

be planned and used as an essential part of teaching and learning
have a positive impact on pupil self esteem
be linked to the learning objectives
involve criteria that can be shared with students
happen in every lesson
feed into day to day teaching and inform improvement

Then we need to think about this from students’ perspectives, as they often find assessment
discussions difficult. Students must be:
l
l
l
l
l

taught how to develop appropriate vocabulary to describe their learning
given time to formulate their responses rather than opt for their first thought
encouraged to discuss learning with relation to their own progress
fully involved in setting their own targets
given opportunities to act on the advice/feedback

Finally, it is important to know how the impact of your AfL techniques can be measured:
l	Feedback from classroom observations and discussion with teaching assistants

and co-teachers in the classroom becomes a valuable part of this process, as does
self-reflection.
l	Progression over a longer period can also be a key indicator of the success of AfL
in the classroom. Therefore, the end of year levels and progression can be analysed
to identify the impact.
l	The students themselves can provide feedback about how helpful they find the
techniques.
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Drama specific AfL techniques
Using the above ideas, I started to develop specific activities that I could use in my lesson, which
would provide meaningful assessment for learning for my students.

Technique

Definition

Example
(Fertile question and
activity)

AfL Outcomes

Improved
Still Images

l Students given a short

FQ: Can a bully also be a
victim?
l Students created a
still image to show all
the reasons why ‘Billy’
becomes a bully.
l After the first still image
the class were given a
10 second countdown,
but were told they had
to change or improve
the image in that time.
l Every group made
changes that improved
the first still image,
without requiring any
teacher feedback to do
so.

l Teacher can

Group and
Mute

l After a performance

FQ: How many ways can a
play be played?
l Students were given
an excerpt of script to
perform to the class.
l The performance
assessment criteria
were projected and
students used this in
their evaluation groups
to feedback.
l When the mute
members were asked
to feedback the two
key points they were
able to use the correct
drama terminology due
to the amount of time
they had to consider
the ‘best’ points of the
evaluation.

l Students show

amount of time to work
together to create
images that exemplify
the story or situation.
l Teacher ‘freezes’ the
groups through countdown.
l Teacher looks at
the still images and
without giving feedback
allows the students 10
seconds to change/
improve their image.

students are grouped
into four.
l Two members are
allowed to evaluate
the performance; the
other two must remain
‘mute’.
l At the end of the
discussion the ‘mute’
members must select
the two most important
points of the evaluation
and feedback to the
class.

assess the student
understanding of the
learning in a short
activity.
l Students ‘fill in’ their
learning through group
discussion of task.
l Students decide on
what should change to
improve, and therefore
are self-assessing and
self-improving.

understanding of the
success criteria and
use this as the basis
of their discussions.
l All students have
an opportunity to
be involved in peer
evaluation.
l Key feedback is shared
with the whole class
and can inform future
targets.
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Technique

Definition

Example
(Fertile question and
activity)

AfL Outcomes

Best Line

l Students given a

FQ: How can I win a
BAFTA?
l Students were shown
pictures of characters
and given 5 minutes
to create a short
monologue based on
that character in the
image.
l ‘Best lines’ were written
on the board. In groups
students had to bring
the picture to life by
adding more characters
and developing a scene.
The ‘best line’ had
to be included in the
scene.
l Group rehearsal
was purposeful and
performances were
better developed and
focused as a result.

l Monologues give

Paired Hot
Seating

l As with hot-seating,

FQ: How many ways can a
play be played?
l Students were given
information about a
victim of bullying. The
class asked questions
about the situation to
reveal more about the
character.
l One student was the
reserved quiet person
who the ‘world’ saw;
the other was the hurt
and angry voice within.
l The whole class was
then able to develop
a performance based
upon the story of the
victim.

l Performing students

short time to prepare
a monologue about
a situation from the
‘stimulus’.
l Teacher selects some
to perform. Class
discuss which was the
‘best line’ for each
monologue.
l In small groups,
students prepare
performance using
the characters in the
‘stimulus’ which must
include the ‘best lines’.

the character is in
the ‘hotseat’ and the
class ask questions to
develop the role.
l In this version there are
two students playing
the character in the hotseat.
l One student answers
the questions directly,
the other student
responds with the
inner/secret thoughts
of the character.

students opportunity
to show what they
have learnt.
l Class ownership of
the ‘best line’ allows
for all students to ask
and answer questions
about the reasoning
behind it.
l All group members
are fully involved in
what needed to be
done during rehearsal
to develop the scene
around the ‘best line’.

show clear
understanding of the
developing character.
l Questioning
students gain further
understanding of
the developing
character and have
the opportunity to ‘fill
gaps’ by asking more
questions.
l Teacher can use
this technique as
the springboard for
many more drama
AfL activities, such as
‘role-on-the-wall’.
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Technique

Definition

Example
(Fertile question and
activity)

AfL Outcomes

Whisper
Changes

l Groups are paired

FQ: How many ways can a
play be played?
l The performance
criteria were displayed
and discussed before
the rehearsal.
l During the rehearsal
of an extract of
Midsummer Night’s
Dream, groups peerevaluated each other
using Whisper Changes.
l Groups then had more
rehearsal time to apply
improvements, and all
groups improved their
performances before
the assessment.

l All students are

Alternative
Questioning

l Excellent teacher

FQ: Should drama reflect
real life?
l Alternative questions
were asked about the
characters from The
Canterbury Tales.
l All answers were viable
as long as the students
could justify their
answer.
l The answers started as
obvious responses (e.g.
The Monk was likened
to a pig because he
is greedy), but with
time and through
class discussion the
answers became more
interesting (e.g. The
Nun’s Priest was like
a polar bear because
he is quiet and seems
lonely).

l Questions allow for

together to watch each
other perform.
l Each observer is also
paired to a performer,
with the task of giving
feedback to just that
student.
l At the end of the
performance the
observers have 20
seconds to whisper in
the ear of their paired
performer and suggest
changes.

questioning is at the
heart of so many AfL
activities.
l ‘Alternative Questioning’
is when teachers ask
‘strange’ questions
about characters from a
story/situation and the
class answers either
individually or comes
to an answer in small
groups.
l Examples include’if
this character was an
animal what would it
be and why?’, ‘if this
character was a colour
what would it be and
why?’, ‘if this character
was made of something
what would it be and
why?’.

involved in deciding
what needs to be done
to improve next time.
l Students are able
to give each other
advice about the
improvements that
need to be made,
therefore showing
understanding of the
assessment criteria.
l Lots of AfL all
happening at the
same time during the
whispering!

thinking outside the
box, but also require
justification based on
what students have
learnt so far.
l Variety of responses
allows students to
reconsider their own
understanding of the
character.
l Looking at the
character in a different
way in this activity
can help students to
decide how better to
develop and perform
the role.
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Technique

Definition

Example
(Fertile question and
activity)

AfL Outcomes

Expert
Feedback

l Before a performance

FQ: How many ways can a
play be played?
l During the performance
of scenes from Macbeth
the audience was given
the cards to guide their
feedback.
l They were only allowed
to comment based
on their role and set
targets as ‘experts’.
l Feedback was focused
and suggestions for
improvements were
specific.

l Role cards enable

the audience is given
cards with an ‘expert
role’ written on it.
l Students use the
information on the
card to inform their
evaluation of the
performance.

students to see clearly
what is expected of
them.
l Students give each
other feedback
regarding the quality
of their work and what
they can do to make it
better.
l Students are
developing their use
of drama-specific
vocabulary when in
role as an ‘expert’.
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Expert Feedback
These cards are given to students to support their evaluation after a performance. Each
student gets one of the cards. The front of each card describes the ‘expert role’ and the back
offers ‘points to ponder’.

Theatre Critic
A Theatre Critic is someone
who reviews stage productions
and writes about them in
magazines and newspapers.
Most people who work in the
theatre are scared of a bad
review!

Points to Ponder
lC
 an the audience understand
the narrative (plot/story)?
l I s the drama believable?
lW
 hat would you change if you
were in this performance?
KEY WORDS: Focus, Realistic

Stage Manager
A stage manager is responsible
for the stage. They ensure that
the set clear and the space
is used effectively so that the
audience can enjoy the show.

Points to Ponder
lC
 an the audience see the
action clearly on the stage?
lH
 as the set been thought out
so that it is used safely and
not in the way?
KEY WORDS: Blocking, Levels,
Space

Director
A director is responsible for the
actors. They ensure that the
acting is perfect so that the
audience can enjoy the show.

Points to Ponder
lW
 hich actor is performing the
most realistic character?
lH
 ow could the acting skills be
improved?
KEY WORDS: Facial Expression,
Gestures, Physicality
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Technique

Definition

Example
(Fertile question and
activity)

AfL Outcomes

Talking
about
drama

l Before a performance

FQ: How can I win a
BAFTA?
l All students were
given a Talking About
Drama card before the
performance.
l Students were selected
to feedback (using
cold calling technique)
and were required to
feedback using the
correct vocabulary.
l When a student wasn’t
sure how to structure
the sentence they were
allowed to ask another
student for help and
then feedback to the
class.

l Students can clearly

the audience is given a
card with an evaluative
question on it.
l Students use the words
in bold to structure
their sentences
when evaluating the
performance.

understand what it is
they are expected to
learn from the cards.
l Students develop
their use of correct
vocabulary whilst also
offering suggestions
for improvement to
their peers.
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Talking about Drama
These cards are given to the students before a rehearsal. The word in bold must be used
during their feedback. The questions guide the student when watching the performance so
they have a clear understanding of what is expected of them. The cards support AfL whilst
ensuring the students are developing a drama vocabulary.

Blocking
lC
 an the audience
see everything?

Levels
l I s it interesting to
look at?

Use of space
lA
 re they using lots
of space, or stuck
at the back?

Focus
lA
 re the actors
staying still or are
there small
movements e.g.
their eyes or hands?

Staying in Role
l I s anyone
giggling?

Balance
lA
 re the actors
wobbling?

Facial Expression
lA
 re the actors
showing emotion
on their faces?

Hand Gestures
l I s it easy to see
what their hands
are doing and
why?

Focus
lA
 re they
concentrating
on what they are
doing?
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So what’s the impact?
My work on building AfL techniques into drama lessons is very much an ongoing progress, and
I’m continuing to refine the above techniques and develop new ones. However, overall I can say
that AfL has had a strong, positive impact on both the quality of teaching and student progress in
drama.
l	Of five observations last year (internal, ARK monitoring and Ofsted) 100% were

graded outstanding. All observers commented positively on the engagement of
the students during the lessons, noting that students were all able to make their
learning visible through the AfL tasks.
l	99% of students made the two sub-levels of progress they were targeted for across
the academic year. 70% of students exceeded this target and made three or more
sublevels. These outcomes were moderated within the ARK network and represent
progress well above national expectations.
l	Students’ own feedback has been very positive, and they have singled out the AfL
and review techniques for praise.

Reflection
Looking back at the planning and delivery of these lessons, there are a number of things I think
could be improved next time. The key learning points for me are:
l	Plan activities with differentiation in mind. There were some activities that were

more successful with students working at higher levels, as they required a more
developed conceptual understanding. Paired hot-seating, for example, presented
challenges for lower groups, who struggled with the concept of ‘inner’ and ‘outer’
thoughts. They were able to benefit from the activity, but required a more gradual
explanation, which hindered the flow of the lesson.
l	Expert Feedback cards could be differentiated to extend those students identified as
gifted and talented in drama and support EAL and SEN students more thoroughly.
l	Allow more students to evaluate the AfL activities, perhaps through a survey during
Review Week,7 and then use their input to improve future planning.
l	Make more use of the video/photo camera during the AfL activities to record the
successes, and use these recordings during Review Week for more informed target
setting.
The activities created throughout the academic year became far richer than I had originally
conceived. This was only possible through a process of reflection of my own practice, and
7

Ark Academy Assessment Policy

AfL AND DRAMA 

141

accepting that I would need to change in order to place AfL at the heart of my teaching.
Of course, the opportunities afforded by starting a drama department from scratch, with students
who had no preconceptions of what drama lessons would be like, allowed me to explore and
adapt my teaching methods as I went along. Ultimately, there was a shift in the way I viewed
the planning of my lessons. I became less concerned with ‘good teaching’ and instead focused
on how the activities planned would inform me of ‘good learning’. Drama lessons became
more adventurous, as I realised that students were excited about learning and motivated by the
progress they were making. The desire to get better at something is within all students, and
something teachers need to plug into.
There are many more techniques that could be developed to further enrich the AfL framework, and
we intend to continue creating activities as the Drama Department flourishes. However, what we
have achieved is a solid basis on which to build, and a shared understanding of what we mean by
AfL in drama.
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