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The assessment-capable teacher:  
Are we all on the same page?

 Beverley Booth, Mary F. Hill, and Helen Dixon 

Abstract
The report Directions for Assessment in New Zealand (Absolum, 
Flockton, Hattie, Hipkins, & Reid, 2009) envisages an “assessment 
capable” system where students are empowered to become self-
regulated learners. This article explores the concept of assessment 
capability. It considers what it means to be an assessment-capable 
teacher in New Zealand, the lessons that have been learned in this 
area, and why the realisation of the assessment-capable student may 
be challenging. It examines the critical roles that teachers play in 
meeting three key conditions (Sadler, 1989) needed for students to 
acquire evaluative and productive knowledge and skills. Finally, it 
suggests ways that teachers may be supported to become assessment-
capable professionals.

Introduction
A review of assessment approaches in new Zealand resulted in the 
report Directions for Assessment in New Zealand: Developing Students’ 
Assessment Capabilities (DAnZ) (Absolum, flockton, Hattie, Hipkins, & 
reid, 2009). The report was commissioned by the Ministry of education 
to set out policy directions for assessment in new Zealand. In placing 
students’ self-assessment at the heart of what teachers do, the advice in 
DANZ is consistent with current research findings in assessment (Absolum 
et al., 2009; flockton, 2012). for example, the importance of student 
involvement in the assessment process is highlighted by earl (2003), 
Hattie and Timperley (2007) and Sadler (2010). The central premise of 
DAnZ is that “all young people should be educated in ways that develop 
their capacity to assess their own learning” (Absolum et al., 2009, p. 5). 
The focus of DAnZ quite deliberately builds on existing Assessment for 
Learning (AfL) practices. AfL is defined as “the process of seeking and 
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interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where 
learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get 
there” (Assessment reform group, 2002, p. 2). Unfortunately, however, 
Afl is often interpreted in ways that fail to engage the learner in self-
evaluative practices (Dixon, 2008; Marshall & Drummond, 2006). The 
DAnZ report subsequently informed the Ministry of education position 
paper on assessment (Ministry of education, 2010b), which presents a 
vision of system-wide assessment practices where assessment is at the 
heart of effective teaching and learning. Both DAnZ and the Ministry 
of education position paper on assessment share an aim of students 
becoming “assessment capable” learners. 

flockton (2012b) details the need for an assessment-capable system, 
without which the vision of the assessment-capable student is unlikely 
to be realised. As one of the authors of DAnZ, flockton highlights the 
challenge faced in his statement that: “It is one thing to propose a forward-
thinking direction for assessment policy and practice in new Zealand; it 
is another to identify what is required for this to be realised” (p. 134). 
This statement mirrors Wiliam’s (2006. p. 8) observation that just because 
"we know what needs to be done does not mean that we know how to do 
it”. Both flockton and Wiliam refer to practices which place the learner, 
their self-reflection, and their voice at the heart of the learning, with the 
aim of engendering pupil self-regulation. Their comments relate to the 
complexity of translating policy into classroom practice. This article 
considers what it means to be an assessment-capable teacher in new 
Zealand, the lessons that have already been learned in this area, and why 
the realisation of assessment capability may indeed be challenging.

Assessment capable as a new term
It can be questioned why a new term, unique to new Zealand, should 
be introduced. In recent times, the term assessment literacy (Popham, 
2009; Stiggins, 1991) has often been used to describe the knowledge and 
skills which professionals need when assessing their pupils. Assessment-
literate professionals know what they are assessing and why (Popham, 
2009; Stiggins, 2002). They know which assessment methods to use, 
know what can go wrong, communicate results effectively, and can 
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maximise student motivation by involving them as partners (Stiggins, 
1991). The term assessment literacy describes what teachers and other 
education professionals know and do, including the implementation of 
a range of formative assessment practices, but its usage does not always 
refer to student agency. Assessment-capable teachers have the curricular 
and pedagogical capability, and the motivation, to engender assessment 
capability in their students. The use of the term assessment capable 
distinguishes the new Zealand stance from other assessment systems 
where the student’s own assessment capability may not be at the heart of 
the assessment process. 

Assessment practices involve communication between people who may 
have varying degrees of assessment literacy. It is important that there is 
common understanding of language used, but in reality agreeing and 
interpreting common terminology is challenging (Black & Wiliam, 1998). 
Since this article will refer extensively to the term assessment capable, it 
is important that this be defined. The term is widely and repeatedly used in 
DAnZ, and is also mentioned in the Ministry position paper. A capability 
can be defined as “the ability to meet demands or carry out a task successfully 
… A capability has an internal structure that includes knowledge, cognitive 
skills, practical skills, attitudes, emotions, values, ethics and motivation” 
(Absolum, 2006, p. 22). In the case of assessment capability, the “internal 
structure” detailed in DAnZ requires the teacher to:

• take the lead in all assessment that students cannot manage 
without support … in ways that encourage students to feel deeply 
accountable for their own progress and support them to become 
motivated, effective, self-regulating learners

• be knowledgeable about the curriculum and teaching
• [have] well developed assessment capabilities and the motivation 

to use these to forge learning partnerships with their students
• know how to gather the assessment information that other 

stakeholders require, and how to pass it on in ways that are 
consistent with, and supportive of, student learning

• [have] awareness of the effects of assessment on learners
• know exactly how an assessment should assist students to learn, 

and how to check whether it has done so
• [establish] a classroom climate where mistakes are seen as 

 the assessment-capable teacher
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opportunities, and where shared conversations about the nature of 
learning are commonplace.

(Absolum et al., 2009, p. 24)

Much of this is not new and new Zealand teachers should be familiar 
with many of the sound assessment principles and practices detailed here. 
The distinguishing factor is the expectation that teachers will encourage 
students to feel deeply accountable for their own progress and support 
them to become motivated, effective, self-regulating learners.

DAnZ describes what is meant by assessment capability, but concern is 
raised by flockton (2012b) that the prime focus, namely the development 
of the student as a self-regulated learner, may be overlooked. In reality, 
4 years after DAnZ was published, my own informal inquiries suggest 
that many school-based professionals are currently unaware of the term 
assessment capable and its relationship to student self-assessment and 
self-regulated learners. This reflects Flockton’s own informal inquiries, 
which suggest that school-based leaders do not interpret the Ministry 
of education position paper (2010b) in the intended way, as there was 
a failure to recognise the need to develop assessment-capable students. 
It appears that, several years after the term assessment capable entered 
the discourse of assessment in new Zealand with the express intention 
of describing the deep, student-focused approach that was envisaged, the 
term itself has not yet entered the everyday assessment vocabulary of 
school-based professionals.

Currently, many decisions about assessment are made for students by adults 
(Absolum et al., 2009), with student involvement being either infrequent 
or involving “low-stakes” activities. The realisation of the assessment-
capable student will require norms of behaviour which encourage student 
autonomy and enable student agency during learning. This reflects Sadler’s 
suggestion that there should be explicit provision for students to acquire 
evaluative and productive knowledge and skills, with the goal of facilitating 
“the transition from feedback to self-monitoring” (1989, p. 122). While 
implementing this may not be easy, Sadler provides three key conditions, 
to be met simultaneously, that could effect this shift. The students need to: 
understand what constitutes quality; have the requisite metacognitive skills 
to effectively evaluate their work; have strategies to draw on to modify their 
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own work during its production. These three distinct conditions each need 
to be mindfully addressed by the assessment-capable teacher. In the spirit 
of the DAnZ report, this article approaches these issues from the stance of 
student needs, reflecting on what the teacher will need to do to meet these 
needs. Additionally, it examines how the assessment-capable system will 
need to support these changes.

Condition 1: The assessment-capable teacher helps students to 
understand what constitutes quality
Hattie (2009) highlights the importance of the learning being visible to 
the teacher and the teaching being visible to the learner. To facilitate 
the independent skills of learners, teachers must be prepared to share 
their understanding of the requisite standard and what this looks like in 
practice. Only when this knowledge becomes transparent and is shared 
with learners can they learn to make their own judgements about the 
quality of their work. If teachers keep the knowledge of what constitutes 
the standard, learners’ dependence on teachers is maintained. The ability 
and willingness of teachers to share their expert knowledge, and to 
construct learning environments where learners can gain and make use of 
these skills, is crucial (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Sadler, 1989).

To become assessment-capable students, learners need the support 
of knowledgeable teachers. Teachers hold tacit or “guild” knowledge 
(Sadler, 1989) of what constitutes quality, constructed from professional 
learning, knowledge gleaned from actually carrying out assessments, and 
from interactions with others. To authentically share their understandings 
in the ways envisaged by the DAnZ report, teachers need to enable their 
students to access, interpret, and use information which will help them 
to meet their learning goals. Both less-formal classroom assessment 
activities, which are embedded in the everyday learning of the classroom, 
and more-formal assessment tasks require this level of transparency. 
Students need to learn how to self- and peer assess, to act on feedback, 
and to access materials that detail criteria and exemplify quality.

In new Zealand, materials exist to aid teachers in making assessment 
judgements. for example, annotated exemplars of work assessed against 
the levels in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of education, 2007) 
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are available in The new Zealand Curriculum exemplars (Ministry 
of education, 2003). The e-asTTle writing test has a rubric of level 
descriptors, referenced to exemplars that guide teacher judgements. 
Documents such as the Literacy Learning Progressions (Ministry of 
education, 2010a) provide detailed descriptors, and the Reading and 
Writing Standards for Years 1–8 (Ministry of education, 2009) similarly 
provide annotated examples of work, at different year levels, for reading, 
writing, and mathematics. All these materials, and more, are available 
online, including video clips. This plethora of materials has, however, 
been produced for a teacher audience.

Dixon (2008) observes that, despite much overseas research, in new 
Zealand research into actual teachers’ practice has been sparse. Dixon 
calls for studies documenting, for example, how teachers and students use 
exemplars and criteria. exemplars give students concrete examples, without 
which criteria and expectations can remain abstract and inaccessible to the 
learner (Sadler, 2009). While, in theory, students can compare their work to 
that in the exemplars (e.g., by contrasting a piece of writing with a levelled 
exemplar), the terminology used in the annotations is often challenging for 
a primary-school-aged student. Students need to understand the criteria, 
and teachers should beware of assuming that they know and understand 
terminology (Sadler, 2010). This means that teachers may need to adapt the 
existing resources, or create new materials, for pupil use.

Teachers need to be adept at evaluating children’s work accurately to 
determine next steps in learning. for students to effectively use exemplars 
for self-assessment in relation to curriculum levels, teachers need to help 
them to deconstruct the criteria and descriptors, interpret what they mean, 
and apply them to real examples of work. Teachers will also need to model 
how to judge performance against success criteria or assessment criteria. 

Condition 2: The assessment-capable teacher helps students 
develop the metacognitive skills to evaluate their work
Sadler makes the point that “if anything, the guild knowledge of teachers 
should consist less in knowing how to evaluate student work and more 
in knowing ways to download evaluative knowledge to students” (1989, 
p. 141). Teachers need to help students develop the requisite metacognitive 
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skills to effectively evaluate their work. Successful students have agency 
and take charge of their own learning (Hacker, Dunlosky, & graesser, 
2009). While less-successful students may not use metacognitive strategies 
effectively, these skills can be taught, and this can lead to improvement 
in achievement (Baker, 2008). When students are encouraged to practise 
thinking about their own learning they are more able to discuss their 
understanding with others (Absolum et al., 2009; Black & Wiliam, 1998; 
Perry & rahim, 2011; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011), thus opening the 
way to self- and peer-assessment practices. 

Metacognition is the process of thinking, or learning, about one’s own 
learning. It is concerned with active monitoring and regulation of the 
cognitive processes and is central to the ability to plan, problem solve, 
and evaluate (flavell, 1979). It includes knowledge about the skills, 
strategies, and resources needed to carry out a task effectively (Baker, 
2008). effective learners create internal feedback and cognitive routines 
when they are engaged in academic tasks (Bruner, 1996; Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007). Just as in any other area of learning, however, some 
students need more help and assistance than others. learning to use 
metacognitive strategies successfully does not happen quickly (Baker, 
2008) and students need support, time, and opportunities, in the context 
of their learning, to master these self-reflective skills.

Hattie and Timperley (2007) identify two major aspects of self-reflection: 
first, self-appraisal, whereby learners review and evaluate their abilities, 
knowledge states, and cognitive strategies; and second, self-management, 
where learners monitor and regulate their behaviour and planning, correct 
mistakes, and use fix-up strategies. Thus, self-reflection requires both 
thought and action. Aligned with the ability to do these things, for both 
student and teacher, is also the motivation to do so.

Teachers need to work with awareness that learners who are asked to 
critically appraise their own work need to do so in a safe, learning-focused 
environment, where mistakes are seen as opportunities for growth. This 
requires sensitive introduction and usage, as for some students self-
evaluation may impart a sense of failure and reduce self-confidence 
(Wragg, 1997). learning can be an emotional experience, with the 
feelings of learning occupying the position where attraction and repulsion 
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overlap (Claxton, 1999). Although new learning is often exhilarating, the 
possibility of incompetence is threatening and may trigger an urge to 
withdraw to protect oneself.

Professional learning opportunities for teachers to explicitly learn how 
to develop the metacognitive skills of their students would be a positive 
move. However, there is a difference between the incorporation of 
metacognitive reflection into the culture of the classroom and engagement 
in thinking-skills activities once a week. even when these deeper practices 
are apparent in the classroom, variance in the effect on the student can be 
detected because the actual climate of the classroom and its perceived 
rules also determine the outcomes for individual students (Torrance & 
Pryor, 1998).

Simply sharing assessment knowledge with students in supportive 
classrooms will not, in itself, promote student self-evaluation. nor 
is it enough to leave students alone to self-assess. Students need to be 
provided with sustained and supported experiences in questioning and 
improving their work (gipps & Macgilchrist, 1999; Sadler, 1989), 
as they need specific language to describe, discuss, and evaluate their 
learning (Absolum et al., 2009; Moss, Brookhart, & long, 2013). Clearly, 
assessment-capable teachers need to have this language themselves, 
understand the concepts they intend to develop, have access to resources 
to help teach the skills, and be able to make space in their day to do so. 
Teachers will need to model effective problem-solving approaches (Black 
& Wiliam, 1998), and be willing and able to be learners themselves.

Condition 3: The assessment-capable teacher helps students 
learn strategies to modify their own work
Conditions 1 and 2 detail the need for the assessment-capable teacher 
to develop a safe pedagogical learning environment where students can 
take responsibility for the learning. Within this environment, the student 
has access to materials which exemplify expectations and quality and 
is helped to develop the requisite metacognitive skills to evaluate their 
own learning. Condition 3 is concerned with the need for students to 
learn how to monitor and improve the quality of their work during and 
after its production. for this learning to take place, explicit teaching and 
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provision within the school day is required. In order for self-evaluation 
to have an impact on emerging pieces of work, the student needs to be 
able to draw on a range of possible ways to improve their work during its 
construction (Sadler, 2009) and to identify where and when to make these 
improvements. The assessment-capable teacher needs to teach students 
how to critically appraise work, as such critical appraisal helps students 
not only to understand what quality looks like, but also to expand their 
understanding of ways to improve their own work (Davies & Hill, 2009; 
Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

Peer assessment is a key activity through which students can learn to 
make evaluative judgements by appraising the work of others. However, 
the teacher needs to teach students how to engage purposefully in self- 
and peer assessment to provide students with practical experience and 
conceptual knowledge (Sadler, 2010). Without this explicit teaching, 
much of the feedback that students receive from their peers may be wrong 
(Nuthall, 2007). Sadler identifies three critical elements of the process. 
First, identifying whether the task specification has been met; secondly, 
assessing the quality of the overall piece; and finally backing up the 
judgement with reference to criteria. This process is of particular value 
when assessing complex work, such as writing, where quality is often 
“the degree to which a work comes together as a whole to achieve its 
intended purpose” (Sadler, 2010, p. 544). reference to actual pieces of 
work is important because it is often easier to recognise quality than to 
describe it in the abstract or attempt to identify it through lists of criteria, 
where “not uncommonly, something significant is lost” (Sadler, 2010, 
p. 544). 

Assessment-capable teachers plan to provide a variety of exemplars 
which illustrate what is expected of the students (Davies & Hill, 
2009). They provide opportunities for evaluative conversations. They 
encourage students to use this information to improve their work during 
its production. In this way, students can actively develop a concept of 
quality, they can evaluate their work, and they can make, and act on, 
decisions concerning the improvement of their work.
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The critical role of the assessment-capable teacher
Classroom teachers, as “the orchestrators, encouragers, interpreters and 
mediators of learning” (Absolum et al., 2009, p. 24) clearly have a key 
role in meeting Sadler’s three conditions, in order to develop student 
assessment capability. not only does this require extensive understanding 
of assessment, but of pedagogy (Bell & Cowie, 2001; Sadler, 1998), 
curriculum, subject knowledge, metacognition, and the students. for many 
teachers, this way of working with their pupils will require deep changes 
to their practice, which cannot be a “quick fix” (Black & Wiliam, 1998). 
Teacher assessment capability is a complex web of “knowledge, cognitive 
skills, practical skills, attitudes, emotions, values, ethics and motivation” 
(Absolum, 2006, p. 22). learning to be an assessment-capable teacher is 
a complex process, and preparing teachers to be assessment capable is 
likely to be challenging (Hill, Cowie, gilmore, & Smith, 2010).

The DAnZ report distinguishes between professional learning that 
backgrounds assessment, and that which foregrounds assessment. In 
2002, a Ministry of education teacher development programme, entitled 
“Assess to learn” (Atol), was introduced in new Zealand, to meet the 
Ministry of Education’s aims of:

• improved student learning and achievement
• shift in teachers’ knowledge and assessment practice
• development of coherence between assessment processes, practices 

and systems … [to] promote better learning
• a culture of continuous school improvement.

(flockton, 2012b, p. 10)

About 35 percent of primary schools (flockton, 2012b) have engaged 
with the programme. Before entering the programme, many schools 
have engaged in professional learning which has included elements 
of assessment. However, few demonstrate high levels of assessment 
capability, suggesting that teachers do not “catch” assessment capability 
from other professional learning (Absolum et al., 2009, p. 27). In a review 
of the Atol contract, Poskitt and Taylor (2007) found that many teachers 
needed continued support and encouragement to reflect with their students 
into a second year, which suggests that even when Afl is foregrounded 
it is still difficult to implement in the classroom. While the involvement 
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of students in making their own learning decisions has been a focus for 
professional learning, the Education Review Office report Working with 
National Standards within The New Zealand Curriculum (education 
Review Office, 2010) found that only 30 percent of primary schools had 
well-established Afl practices. There is an ongoing need for support and 
professional learning regarding assessment in general, and specifically 
for student assessment capability and the use of assessment materials and 
tools to support them. 

How might assessment capability be developed in 
practising teachers?
Practising teachers have existing knowledge and established practices 
in assessment. There is a potential disconnect between research and 
the practical application of that research to teaching, where new ideas 
could be viewed as impractical, or not in line with the teacher’s own 
ways of working (Torrance & Pryor, 2001). There is also a danger that, 
where theoretical constructs are not made apparent, teachers may “over-
assimilate” new ideas, implementing some aspects, but with a lack of 
knowledge or understanding of the principles which underpin the original 
theory (Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & fung, 2007). Torrance and Pryor 
find that teachers need the opportunity to investigate and reflect on their 
own classroom practices, and relate them to theories of learning. The use 
of an analytical framework, as a precursor to teachers’ engagement in 
their own action research, can help provide the vocabulary and means to 
enable teachers to determine their stance on assessment and use their own 
experiences to develop “practical arguments” (fenstermacher, 1994). 
To do this, teachers will require the time and mental space to analyse 
their practice and access educational theory, enabling critical analysis of 
their own practice and the development of new ideas, a culture where 
teacher research and development are enabled. In fact, The New Zealand 
Curriculum presents a view of teaching as inquiry, and it is feasible that 
teachers inquire into their teaching and learning practices. They will need 
support from facilitators, mentors, and senior leaders who understand 
these practices and have the theoretical knowledge to be assessment 
capable themselves (Hill, 2011). 
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Black and William (1998) compare what goes on in the classroom to the 
inside of a “black box”. The black box is part of a system where inputs 
(e.g., policy, tests, and resources) are fed in and outputs (e.g., better test 
results) follow. They argue that many reform items are not aimed directly 
at supporting teachers to make “the inside work better”, and indeed some 
of the inputs may be counter-productive and actually make it harder to 
raise standards. Black and Wiliam state that “the overarching priority 
has to be to promote and support change within the classroom” (p. 9) 
and recommend practitioners themselves collaborate to work out the 
answers to the practical questions that the research raises, in ways that 
“make sense to their peers in ordinary classrooms”. They make clear 
that “this will only come about if each teacher finds his or her own ways 
of incorporating the lessons and ideas … into his or her own patterns 
of classroom work … through sustained programmes of professional 
development and support” (Black & Wiliam, 1998, p. 10). However, this 
is not to suggest that teachers can, or should, do this without systemic 
involvement. Without this support, Afl practices are at risk of becoming 
“idiosyncratic to particular teachers and classrooms” (Moss, Brookhart, 
& long, 2013, p. 205). 

School leaders have a pivotal role to play. They need to guide and support 
teachers and create assessment-capable cultures where the focus is on 
creating a respectful and responsive learning environment, rather than 
on evaluation (Hill, 2011; Moss et al., 2013). It is not enough to simply 
give materials or resources to teachers and conclude that teachers who 
do not use them are obstacles to change (Moss et al., 2013). Assessment-
capable leaders need to have a deep understanding of Afl so that they 
can recognise, understand, and gauge the effectiveness of Afl practices 
in their schools (Hill, 2011; Moss et al., 2013). School leaders also aid 
adoption through consideration of the way time, resources, and support 
are managed (Hill, 2011). 

Why is the development of assessment capability likely 
to be challenging?
To realise the vision of the assessment-capable student, teachers will need 
to enhance, or change, their teaching, learning, and assessment practices. 
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This may be problematic given that experienced teachers often have good 
teaching reputations, based on tried and tested methodologies, which 
are underpinned by deeply held beliefs. While the use of Afl practices 
promises great gains in learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998), research shows 
that classroom practices which engender pupil autonomy are far from easy 
to implement, because they involve changing deeply ingrained routines 
and practices (Sadler, 1989; Wiliam, 2006). This is because the locus of 
control changes when student Afl is implemented authentically (earl, 
2003; James & Pedder, 2006), and it requires teachers to rethink what 
effective learning is, and their role in bringing it about (James, 2006). 
The challenge in making this shift in control is widely acknowledged 
(Dixon, Hawe, & Parr, 2011; Marshall & Drummond, 2006; Poskitt & 
Taylor, 2007). In keeping with the thinking of Black and Wiliam (1998), 
this research makes clear that such practices cannot be simply bolted on, 
but rather require a significant shift in roles and responsibilities, and the 
need to go beyond the “application of certain procedures” (Marshall & 
Drummond, 2006, p. 135) into a deeper practice.

Marshall and Drummond (2006), members of the learning How to learn 
Project team (lHTl), noted that, in translating the principles of Afl into a 
procedural model which could be disseminated to help teachers introduce 
these practices into their classrooms, the process often became somewhat 
rule bound and static. Such practice has been described as following the 
letter of AfL. Distinguishing between those teachers who adhered to the 
letter of the procedures and those who embodied the underlying principles 
of a social-constructivist pedagogy leading to pupil autonomy, Marshall 
and Drummond found that only a few teachers were able to capture what 
they termed the spirit of AfL. The danger with a procedural model is 
that practices become “caricatured as merely another set of unexamined 
practical classroom strategies that teachers can use off the shelf, across all 
contexts, and without reference to educational values or beliefs” (James 
& Pedder, 2006, p. 110).

A similar picture emerged in new Zealand. Dixon (2008) found that 
while teachers had incorporated the more mechanistic Afl practices, 
such as sharing learning intentions and success criteria, most remained 
in control of the feedback process. for a small group, who Dixon termed 
empowerers, teachers and students were more likely to work together, 
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in ways more cogent with assessment capability, and engage in learning 
and feedback conversations. However, even within this group there 
were variations, and Dixon concluded that only a small percentage were 
actually enacting the underlying principles, and none had fully mastered 
this complex discourse.

In theory, student self-evaluation practices have become more widespread; 
however, there is much evidence which indicates they are difficult to 
implement consistently and effectively within the classroom. There is 
variance in the extent to which professional learning in this area is applied 
in the classroom (Dixon, 2008; Dixon et al., 2011; Hill et al., 2010; 
Poskitt & Taylor, 2007). Teachers may also need continued support, as 
part of their professional development, to embody the deeper principles 
of student self-regulation (Poskitt & Taylor, 2007).

It is generally accepted that the adoption of new practices is dependent on 
teacher beliefs (see, for example, guskey, 1999; Timperley et al., 2007). 
However, this is a complex arena. research has examined the extent to 
which Afl practices are adopted in the classroom internationally (James 
& Pedder, 2006; Torrance & Pryor, 1998), and in new Zealand (Dixon, 
2008; Hill, 2000; Poskitt & Taylor, 2007). furthermore, there is evidence 
that teachers may only engage superficially with new practices when 
their beliefs and values do not align with the underlying principles of 
the pedagogy (Dixon, 2008; Marshall & Drummond, 2006); that teachers 
experience a dilemma between what they believe and what they are capable 
of doing in practice to implement new practices (Dixon, 2008; James & 
Pedder, 2006); and that teachers may adopt summative practices, despite 
their belief in formative assessment and child-centred pedagogy, owing 
to the need for accountability (Hill, 2000). This latter finding is reflected 
in recent research which suggests substantial changes to assessment 
practices are taking place in response to the implementation of the new 
Zealand national Standards (Thrupp, 2013). 

Changing practice by changing policy
The DAnZ report highlights the need for an assessment-capable system 
where all parts are aligned and work together to realise the vision of 
assessment-capable students. This requires recognition and awareness of 
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the complexity of the task facing the teacher in the classroom (flockton, 
2012a). Black and Wiliam make the point that teachers need to be both 
“provoked and supported in trying to establish new practices in formative 
assessment” (1998, p. 5). 

flockton (2012a) calls for assessment capability to be adopted into 
education practice, first through changes in policy. However, he warns 
that imposing change from above often meets with “counterproductive 
resistance” (p. 145), so the means by which the assessment-capable 
system will enable teachers to become assessment capable is an important 
issue. flockton acknowledges that enactment of assessment policy in 
schools is often driven through regulation and suggests that the national 
education guidelines be used to provide greater direction to schools on 
quality assessment practices. These guidelines form part of the legislative 
framework within which schools in new Zealand operate. The national 
educational goals, The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of education, 
2007), and the national Standards (Ministry of education, 2009) are part 
of these guidelines. 

research shows, however, that the intersection of policy and practice 
can be challenging. In an evaluation of the Assessment is for learning 
(Aifl) programme in Scotland, Hutchinson and Hayward (2005) describe 
the process of bringing together research, policy, and practice as both 
hazardous and uncertain. The Aifl programme, in a similar vein to 
the DAnZ report, aims to support teachers to enable students to think 
about their learning, decide on next steps, and make moves to further 
their own progress. In common with DAnZ, a supportive national policy 
framework which would provide appropriate tools and guidance to 
schools was envisaged. Hutchinson and Hayward liken the realisation of 
this to navigating a swamp, “an endeavour not for the faint-hearted, those 
who lack energy or who are unwilling to persevere” (2005, p. 244). Two 
major challenges were identified. These were the tension between AfL 
and assessment for accountability and changes that were performed to the 
letter, rather than in the spirit of Afl.

In new Zealand, current regulation and guidance documents already 
support AfL practices; however, the central role of the student’s own 
assessment capability is not generally apparent. for example, the current 
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new Zealand Teacher registration Criteria (new Zealand Teachers 
Council, 2010) detail the need for teachers to analyse assessment 
information to identify progress and ongoing learning needs of learners 
and use assessment information to give regular and ongoing feedback 
to guide and support further learning. They encompass an interpretation 
of assessment where the teacher is in control and holds the knowledge 
of what constitutes success and quality, rather than the more student-
centred approach envisaged in DAnZ. The assessment-capable teacher 
will need to move beyond these criteria if they are to realise the vision of 
assessment-capable students. 

In principle, the development of assessment-capable students who are 
responsible for their own learning is also already supported by The New 
Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of education, 2007), which views teaching 
as inquiry and “encourages all students to reflect on their own learning 
processes and to learn how to learn” (p. 9). Through the development 
of key competencies students “actively seek, use and create knowledge” 
(p. 12), develop a “can do” attitude, and see themselves as capable 
learners. Additionally, the new Zealand national Standards state that it is 
important that teachers and students know the purpose of the assessment, 
what is being assessed and why, and know how to use what is learnt from 
the assessment activity to improve teaching and learning.

The Ministry position paper on assessment (2010b) acknowledges that 
the development of an assessment-capable system, as envisaged in the 
DANZ report, will require a significant step up in assessment capability 
across the sector. earl (2003) uses the term assessment as learning to 
describe a self-reflective culture which is apparent at all levels of the 
system, including the aptitude and willingness of teachers to engage in 
self-reflective practice to determine how well they are assisting their 
students to be independent, self-reflective learners. In such a system, the 
primary assessor is the student and the key purpose is “self-monitoring 
and self-correction or adjustment” (earl, 2003, p. 26). This rethinking 
of learning and teaching in relation to assessment practices is part of a 
wider move to improve teaching and learning, and also to better meet 
the perceived needs of learners in the 21st century. earl maintains that 
classrooms where assessment is viewed as part of learning are very 
different places to those with a traditional view of assessment. In part, 
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this difference is due to a shift in power, with assessment as learning 
described as “a personal, iterative and evolving conversation in which 
teachers are assessing and describing performance in ways that are useful 
to others, who will make their own decisions about what to do next” (earl, 
2003, p. 45).

Conclusion
The DAnZ report presents a forward-thinking vision for teaching and 
learning in new Zealand, through the system-wide adoption of policies 
and practices that support the development of assessment-capable 
students. Despite time and money being spent on Afl policy, practices, and 
professional development, the deeper principles which enable assessment 
capability in our students remain relatively elusive. Although the focus 
of the DAnZ report is the student, classroom teachers have crucial roles 
to play, for example in meeting Sadler’s (1989) conditions. Assessment-
capable teachers must draw on a complex and challenging array of 
“knowledge, cognitive skills, practical skills, attitudes, emotions, values, 
ethics and motivation” (Absolum, 2006, p. 22) to meet the emerging 
needs of their students. flockton (2012) is right to be concerned that 
school leaders failed to identify the key focus of the assessment-capable 
student, for if teachers are to be effectively supported in this endeavour it 
is essential that what actually goes on in the classroom is understood by 
other members of the envisaged assessment-capable system. 

Classroom-based research which gives a voice to both teachers and 
students as they journey toward assessment capability could provide 
valuable insight and answer the question “What are the powerful 
influences on teacher and student adoption of practices leading to 
assessment capability?” A further question of “How can teacher inquiry 
assist in the realisation of assessment capability in new Zealand?” aligns 
with The New Zealand Curriculum’s view of teaching as inquiry. Torrance 
and Pryor (2001) present teacher inquiry as a powerful way to encourage 
teachers to engage with the deeper practices of Afl, and similarly Black 
and Wiliam (1998, p. 10) assert that the requisite changes will only come 
about if teachers find their “own ways of incorporating the lessons and 
ideas”. The key to assessment capability surely lies at the classroom door. 
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