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[ch]Dylan Wiliam: Profile interview by Gail Goodwin

[f]Dylan Wiliam is Deputy Director and Professor of Educational Achievement at the Institute of Education. Well known for the book Inside the Black Box: Assessment for Learning in the Classroom, which he wrote with Paul Black, his main research interest is in the professional development of teachers, and in how school-based teacher learning communities can contribute to this.

[qu]How and why did you get into research?

It was strange. By 1984 I’d been teaching for eight years and was Deputy Head of Maths in a school; I’d also been working as a teacher-researcher on a research project. I had an argument with my headteacher and decided I wasn’t going to stay at that school. I went to see the ILEA (Inner London Education Authority) maths inspector, Hugh Neill, to ask if he knew of any Head of Maths jobs that were going. He said that there was a graded assessment team that was looking for a research fellow [n] and this was the project I’d been working on! I was interviewed the next day and offered the job. Everyone thought I was being rash to leave a safe job as a teacher to work on a two-year fixed term research fellowship, but I grabbed the chance to work on something in depth that had been interesting me. I had no real plan that research was something I wanted to do.

[qu]Who has influenced you most in your career?

It would have to be to be Margaret Brown and Paul Black at King’s College.

Margaret, because it was her research project that I joined. It was an intensive project, and spending two years full time working on one big problem was a luxury I’ve never had since. The project was designing a graded assessment system for secondary mathematics, and it was such a great experience to work in a team where we used to spend whole days just talking about things. She was tremendously influential on me.

Margaret and Paul had both been heads of department at King’s College in the School of Education and I followed Margaret as head of department.

My partnership with Paul has been intellectually the most productive of my career, partly because we’re very different; he’s never taught in a school whereas I think of myself primarily as a school teacher who’s found other ways of earning a living. He’s primarily a physicist and I’m primarily a mathematician. We think very differently, and this has made our work very powerful; we’re forced to think about things and make connections that we wouldn’t have done had we been working by ourselves.

When Paul and I got a lot of attention for our work on formative assessment in 1988 with the publication of our book, Inside the Black Box: Assessment for Learning in the Classroom, we joked that we were overnight successes in twenty years! We had been working on these issues for quite some time.

Intellectually, Samuel Messick has had more influence on me than anyone else, though I never met him. I’ve enjoyed making connections between separate fields, and I think for me the most important thing is to read widely before you write, so there have been a tremendous number of influences on me. 

[qu]What do you enjoy about doing research?

I like research being so multi-faceted. I enjoy writing; the worst day spent writing is better than the best day doing anything else. When I realised I needed to finish my PhD I got into the discipline of writing a thousand words every day and I’d get into the office at 6.30 in the morning. I’d been a maths teacher and the longest thing I’d written up to then was a student’s report!

I love the fact that I’m primarily a quantitative methodologist. What’s wonderful about quantitative data is that you can’t fudge it; you make hypotheses about the world and the world tells you that you’re wrong. It’s the way that quantitative data confronts reality [n] the way that it tells you that what you previously thought just ain’t so. I like the empirical side of research too [n] one of my favourite research projects involved following a cohort of a thousand pupils in Greater London over a four-year period, exploring their experiences of ability grouping in mathematics classrooms. It was great being in classrooms, interviewing children, sometimes just hearing stories about how horrible school was and the dreadful things we did, and still do, to kids under the heading of ability grouping.

My over-riding feeling is that I’m incredibly privileged to be paid to do what I do. It’s partly that feeling of privilege that has driven my research towards social justice and doing good [n] for me there’s a strong imperative to justify what I choose to investigate, and why.

[qu]What is the most important work you’ve done?

It was the work with Paul Black on formative assessment. We’ve often reflected on why it was so successful at the time, because nothing we said was particularly new. I think we did two things: one was to present evidence that attention to high-quality teaching wasn’t incompatible with the results-driven agenda, and that focussing on formative assessment was the smartest way to raise your test scores. The second thing was to develop a framework for formative assessment that allowed people to get it into their heads in one piece, because it was a very diffuse concept. And then we acted on that, and embedded it in practice, as opposed to policy. The people who commissioned the work were interested in policy, but Paul and I wanted to embed it in practice, and this has become our current interest.

[qu]Where has your research affected policy or practice [n] and where has it failed to?

Someone once said that the worst that can happen to an educational researcher is that your ideas get adopted as policy! It happened with records of achievment and there’s no doubt in my mind that the Government’s implementation of assessment for learning left a lot to be desired.

I am clear that we created an important policy agenda around assessment, but we haven’t been anything like as successful about getting people to understand what we’ve been talking about. Paul and I often discuss why we’ve been so ineffective, and the solution may be that the hard thing isn’t getting new ideas into people’s heads, but getting the old ideas out.

[qu]What are you working on now?

I’m writing another book in the Inside the Black Box series on history, with some collaborators here at the Institute of Education. Formative assessment needs to be applied in different ways in different subjects and I’m really keen on doing one on history.

Paul and I are working on a second version of our theory of formative assessment, linking it to other theories about learning, in particular exploring the relationship to classroom approaches like classroom dialogue and questioning. As much as anything it’s about stopping formative assessment becoming the theory of everything [n] for us it’s important but it’s not the whole theory of teaching. How do you draw the boundary? How do you say this is part of formative assessment and that’s not?

The major project I’m working on is the theory of reform at scale, which examines how you improve things across a whole system. My former colleague Marnie Thompson and I articulated a theory of change at scale last year. I’m now working with my partner, who is a headteacher in Enfield, about the issues of implementing it across a secondary school. We’re developing a workshop that we’ll both present, addressing theoretical and practical implications.

[qu]What is a ‘teacher learning community’ and how does research feature in such a community?

[x]Caroline Sharp, principal research officer, NFER

Most of the research on professional learning communities is hopelessly misguided.

I advocate teacher learning communities as a way of changing teachers’ behaviour, but they’re a means to an end, not an end in themselves. I’ve come up with a cost[n]benefit analysis: what can we get teachers to change in their practice, how much will it cost, and how much benefit do students derive? 

It’s harder to change practice than we’d realised, and ideally the way to achieve that would be to give teachers their own coach [n] but that’s too expensive. What we came up with was a model of a teacher learning community, which is a support group of teachers, formed by themselves, in which the group holds each individual responsible for the changes that they have chosen to prioritise. What you as a teacher are trying to learn comes from your own needs [n] so it’s a bit like Alcoholics Anonymous or Weightwatchers [n] the support group aren’t there to tell you what to do, but to help you achieve what you want to do. 

[qu]Would you agree that recent Governments have tried to redesign the state education system to produce young people with the skills required to meet purely economic aims, and have squeezed the creative and cultural elements out of education?

[x]Robat Powell, Head of Welsh Unit, NFER

We’ve lost sight of the big ideas in education. In 1963 Raymond Williams identified three philosophies of education: the old humanists, the industrial trainers and the people educators. My view is that a good education system will attend to all three of these concerns. What worries me is that the economic arguments for education have been focussed on relentlessly, at the expense of the others, and there’s no evidence that focussing on economic pressures or ideas is the best way to secure economic benefits; educating people is the most important thing [n] it doesn’t have to be for anything.

What’s most important are the timeless qualities like critical reasoning, thinking and perseverance; we need to train people to react in a situation that they’re not prepared for. We need to help people develop a love of literature, art and music, so they become fulfilled human beings. The tragedy is that the improvements in achievement through pressure to pass tests are modest; we’ve sacrificed a generation for very little benefit.

[qu]Can teacher assessment conducted in the manner of assessment for learning provide summative outcomes for high-stakes purposes and, if yes, how?

[x]Chris Whetton, Head of Department for Research in Assessment and Measurement, NFER

Paul and I are both sceptical about replacing external assessment with teacher assessment. There is a rosy view that teachers know what their children know, but it’s demonstrably not the case except in the very vaguest sense.

In American high schools there is effectively no external assessment [n] just teacher assessment [n] even for university, and this has led to an incredible impoverishment of the curriculum. They use a ‘banking’ model of assessment, where students and teachers work together for two to three weeks, followed by a test, for which the students get a grade, which they keep even if they subsequently forget everything they ever learned. This encourages a shallow approach, with no requirement for students to accumulate knowledge. In Japan and Europe that practice would be pointless; if you teach something in November which your students forget by May, you’ve been wasting your time. What’s wrong with the American system is that it’s distributed in time, but not synoptic, and the problem with the European system is that it’s synoptic, but not distributed.

My search is for systems that are both distributed and synoptic; students need to accumulate deep concepts, not just factual recall. So I think the exclusive emphasis on testing is wrong, but it’s demonstrable that the other extreme of just relying on teachers is equally inappropriate.

I’d like a genuine synthesis: light sampling, different students in a class being tested on different things, with the teacher not knowing who’s going to be tested on what. Then the scores of the whole class on these items would define an envelope of scores, within which the teacher would have to do the grading. The teacher would have to have good assessment for learning records, but they’d be calibrated to this external reference. We’d keep teachers ‘honest’ by asking the deep questions, not just factual recall questions. I think it would work but it’s politically extremely difficult.
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