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SOURCE:  “Clarifying, Sharing, and Understanding Learning Intentions and Success Criteria” from 

                   Embedded  Formative Assessment by Dylan Wiliam 

 The first thing I highlighted in Dylan Wiliam’s third chapter in Embedded Formative 

Assessment (2011) is that “not all students have the same idea as their teachers about what they are 

meant to be doing in the classroom” (p. 52).  This resonated with me in that I have long been 

working on ways to engage my learners in the process of identifying excellence.  This year I was 

prompted to act on Wiliam’s suggestions about learning intentions.  He notes that though some 

students may be able to identify what excellence looks like, others do not and “ensuring that all 

students know what quality work looks like has a profound impact on achievement gaps” (p.55).  

With that inspiring statement in my mind, I embarked on tweaking the way I teach my students 

about what excellence looks like.  

With my trusty new short-throw Interactive LCD Projector, my not-so new tablet and my 

trusty iPhone4 scanning app, I was able to create an interactive way for my learners to view 

excellence and follow me in my assessment processes.  I scanned their writing with my iPhone, 

creating PDF’s, uploaded them to be displayed on the projector and marked it together with them 

using my tablet pen.  We read several projected compositions together aloud.  I asked them at the 

end of reading each work, to tell me how they would rank the piece of writing.  They were quite 

capable of agreeing upon and identifying correctly the appropriate scale for each of the 

compositions employing the scale given.  Then, after their initial assessment, before their very eyes, 

I marked up the compositions displayed on the projector as our discussion progressed regarding 

what elements each composition had that contributed to its ranking.   
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Our English department uses a 6 point scale for evaluating compositions.  I suggested to my 

learners that when confronted with a piece of writing for assessment, they are to designate it as 

either being Low, Medium or High initially-- using criteria based on Content, Organization, 

Expression and Mechanics.  Then they would proceed to fine-tune it to the 6 point scale (where a 

High-High was a 6 and a Low-Med was a 4 for instance). Instead of getting too detailed with each 

category, we evaluated very holistically on the 6 point scale.    

I decided long ago to employ a 6 point scale because this rubric is used in the English 

Government Exams and the LPI (Language Proficiency Index)  to evaluate writing.  Besides, now 

all the English teachers in our school use the same scale.  Why reinvent the wheel?  We had to own 

it.  So we did.  It has become our common language.  Instead of spending time and energy creating 

a new rubric with a different numerical scale or language that was more suited to an elementary 

school environment like the terms “Not Meeting Expectations” or “Fully Meeting Expectations”, 

we just adopted this 6 point scale because it reflects the reality of our learners, who are primarily 

geared to high academic achievement and entry into universities and colleges.   Every student 

receives the same grid-like rubric at the beginning of the year in my classes.  The same rubric can 

be found on the government exam site. 

Interestingly, I did not spend hours of class time co-creating new language, or implementing 

“their own vocabulary” to attach meaning to each scale point either.  They inherently knew what a 

“6” was and what a “2” looked like.  Everything was simplified by the use of exemplars and we had 

many practice activities where they engaged in “grading” compositions they created together in 

their writing groups.  This was done formatively of course.  It was so important for them to know 

that it wasn’t for “real” marks and that it was part of the process of learning.  These frequent low-

risk activities in their writing groups reinforced what each scale point looks like. 
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An interesting situation arose when the class was split on whether one composition was a 

“4” or a “5” on the 6 point scale.  We compared it to another composition that they previously 

assessed as a “5” and they eventually noticed that the 5 contained effective development integrating 

quotations and paraphrased detail from the primary text as proof of ideas.  A learner piped up from 

the back of the class, “Oh!  Now I get why I can’t get my Content portion of my mark higher than a 

“4”.  I don’t give enough details!”  Her light-bulb moment just proves that even though teachers 

painstakingly write those very comments on a composition…to work on providing more details… 

not all students pay attention to them.  They just look at the numerical mark.   Several students 

exclaimed that they found the activity fun and informative and some of them wanted to do this more 

often in the future.   Because the learners were using rubrics they were familiar with and more 

importantly, were “given time to think through, in discussion with others, what the rubrics might 

mean in practice, applied to their own work” (p.59), they were able to take ownership of the success 

criteria.  Hopefully this translates into them applying this learning to their own work. 

Now that no one is in the dark about what success looks like and no one is trying to read the 

teacher’s mind about how to “get an A”, will that be enough?  Currently, a greater number of my 

learners have improved their compositions skills more quickly than if I had not done the projector 

work.  However, several ESL learners with extremely weak English skills and some learners with 

learning disabilities still struggle in certain areas of their writing; yet now they know what they 

need to do to achieve success.   Can I help bridge the huge achievement gaps of specific struggling 

learners and help them realize success?  Is knowing what success looks like, knowing what to do 

and where to find the resources for improvement, enough for these struggling learners to achieve 

success in their time with me?   


