
Evaluating teaching practice through ongoing monitoring and regular student assessment is integral to good 
literacy teaching19. Establishing the effectiveness of any teaching practice is challenging because there are 
multiple influencing factors that make it hard to determine cause and effect5. The Tasmanian Department of 
Education Literacy Framework 2019-2022 has set as one of three system priorities to establish “valid and reliable 
measures of  impact and learner growth”. This involves three actions8. 

The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) standards2,3 and the Tasmanian Good 
Teaching Guide on Data Literacy7 highlight the importance of using data to inform each teacher’s own practice 
as well as whole school improvement approaches.  

 Monitoring needs to be intentional: the over-arching purpose of all literacy assessment is to inform
teaching practice in order to enhance students’ literacy development and achievement7,10.

 Different types of assessment generate different types of data for different purposes. All types of
assessment must work together to support teaching and learning1,7.

This fact sheet is based on our research in Tasmania17, supported by other research. It outlines formative and 
summative literacy assessment practices that offer insights into learner progress and inform the planning of 
instructional action. Some assessment tasks may serve both formative and summative purposes.  

Our research findings indicate that schools in Tasmania: 

 are engaged in a substantial, ongoing schedule of literacy assessment,
 collect multiple types and levels of data to “paint a really clear picture of student achievement”,
 value teachers’ “own balanced judgements” as a key basis for monitoring literacy teaching and learning,
 use data walls as visualisation tools, enabling staff to see trends across a whole cohort of students,
 recognise the purposes, benefits, and drawbacks of different types of monitoring and assessment.
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OVERVIEW 

“Having a data wall has made a massive difference … you need to see the results to know 
what you’re doing is working [and] it’s a way of ensuring that nobody falls under the radar”. 

“I support teachers to engage in data analysis. So I’m making sure that they really 
understand the data that they’re getting from students, and know what to do with it”. 

• Develop clear expectations and guidelines to build system-wide understanding of the measurement
of learner growth in literacy.

• Implement the tools and supports for effective measurement of learner growth in literacy.
• Implement the tools and supports to measure the impact of system-wide literacy actions on our

learners.8



Formative assessment may be described as assessment for learning, conducted during learning to promote 
student success12,18,20. Formative assessment gives students the opportunity to improve their learning, informing 
both the teacher and the student as to the appropriate next steps. 

Guidance from the Tasmanian Department of Education6 suggests the following strategies: 

 clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and criteria for success,
 engineering effective classroom discussions, activities, and learning tasks that elicit evidence of learning,
 providing feedback that moves learning forward,
 activating learners as instructional resources for one another (peer assessment),
 activating learners as owners of their own learning (self-assessment).

Tasmanian staff in our research used a wide range of formative assessment strategies. 

 Relatively formal assessment tools, such as running records, ACER Performance Achievement Testing4,
Guttman charts, PM benchmarking, Single Word Spelling Test, Astronaut Invented Spelling Test, Oxford
Word List, Writing-to-Learn strategies, and portfolios of student work samples.

 Professional judgement, based on careful observation of student engagement (“watching and listening”)
and in-class monitoring strategies to check for understanding and learning such as “tiny tests and
worksheets”.

 Feedback, not only between teacher and student, but also between teacher and parents/carers, among
students (such as group feedback), and among staff. Many participants valued the ‘parent voice’ alongside
the ‘student voice’ in assessing progress and success. Collegial feedback can involve ‘learning walks’, or
‘walk throughs’, together with subsequent reflective conversations.

 

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT 

Regarded as “the cornerstone of assessment” and a “mark of good quality teaching”, educators in our 
research reported that formative data enabled them to “really engage with students’ work and [think 

about] where to go next with it, rather than just leaving a grade on it”. 

“You can see when they understand something. And the work that they deliver as well. 
You think, ‘Yes. They’ve understood that. They’ve got that’. And if they don’t,  

then we can go back over. We repeat it … So, for example, with our guided reading,  
I can see them starting to use the strategies that I teach them”. 

“One of the greatest formative assessment strategies you can ever have is a daily or a 
regular conversation between a teacher and student …  

All you need to do is start a conversation”. 



Summative assessments are used to review what a student has learned9 and to report on learning achievements 
at particular points in time. As assessment of learning18, these assessments are usually conducted at 
predetermined times in the learning cycle and school year. They are generally linked to benchmarks and 
standards, and provide information that can be used to group and compare students6 . Tasmanian staff in our 
research used two primary sources of summative data about students’ literacy development. 

 In-school achievement testing to evaluate progress against the Australian Curriculum Standards, involves A-
E ratings across all learning areas as well as Progressive Achievement Tests (PAT)4.
A-E ratings give valuable information on what students “know, understand and can do” at any given time15 

(p.13). They are less capable of showing progress over time because they are relative (i.e. indicating
performance below, at, or above the expected standard).

 Standardised testing is used to check for student growth over time and to measure schools’ overall results
against similar schools. Standardised testing has both fervent advocates and staunch opponents11,13,14. The
most well-known form of Australian standardised test in relation to literacy is the National Assessment
Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) test, in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. NAPLAN has recently been reviewed
and may be revised in response to the recommendations16. Participants in our research all were committed
to NAPLAN as “one part of the bigger picture”. They varied in how useful and valid they considered it for
monitoring the effectiveness of literacy teaching and learning.

 

 

 

SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT 

“The achievement standards are a really good guideline about what your students 
should be able to do by the end of the year”. 

“The A to E system, I think a lot of us find that it’s very broad, and it’s quite difficult often to 
show kids their progress because they might have gone from here to here, but it’s still a C”. 

“We look at our NAPLAN results to ascertain whether certain programs are useful. Our 
literacy program is running beautifully, so that’s become quite evident now in our NAPLAN 

results”. 

“NAPLAN … may be objectively reliable, [but] you’re still marking a multiple choice test, so 
you don’t actually know what the kid’s brain process is to get to their answer”. 

“We purely use the [NAPLAN] data to evaluate value-add.  
And if we’re seeing progress that’s similar to similar schools or better, then we’re satisfied 

because change takes time, improvement takes time”. 
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This is fact sheet #4 (out of 11), produced as part of the 
“Review of Literacy Teaching, Training, and Practice in Government Schools”  

and is intended to align with the Department of Education Literacy Plan for Action 2019-2022. 
https://publicdocumentcentre.education.tas.gov.au/Documents/Literacy-Plan-for-Action-2019-2022.pdf 

For information about the review, other facts heets and five detailed reports, see: 
https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre/research/completed-projects 
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For more information please contact: 
The Peter Underwood Centre, Private Bag 7, Hobart TAS 7001     

Phone: (03) 6226 5735  Email: UnderwoodCentre.Enquiries@utas.edu.au 
Website: https://www.utas.edu.au/underwood-centre 

Launched in 2015, the Peter Underwood Centre is a partnership between the University of Tasmania and the Tasmanian 
Government in association with the Office of the Governor of Tasmania. 
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