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 “No marks?  Sweet!  Maybe we can learn something now!” exclaimed one of my English 11 

learners the other day after the class voted unanimously to embark on a full unit of activities, 

assignments and compositions that would not have numbers attached to them.   Prior to this 

decision, there was much lively discussion in my English classes about the differences between 

formative and summative assessment and also what problems they think we will encounter in this 

“marks-less unit” because of our marks-centric student body.   Helen Timperley, in Realizing the 

Power of Professional Learning, stresses that in educational settings where there are competing 

theories, “resistance is more likely to arise because competition between theories of practice 

immediately becomes an issue for many of those participating” (page 154).   Can teachers in a 

school that ranks as the top public school in British Columbia be motivated to change their practices 

with assessment seeing as all outside indicators have promoted the school as being academically 

superior?  Along with this ranking comes various value judgements from the public; from parents 

and from students themselves that somehow the teachers at the school are in some way better here 

than elsewhere. As a result of all this ego-polishing, why would any teacher at my school want to 

radically change his or her practice?  Everyone seems to be telling us we’re all doing something 

right. 

Timperley suggests that when a professional learning facilitator “introduces theories that are 

in competition with those of the teachers the issue can become one of whose theory is better”.  At 

our school, the predominant theory is that assessment should be transparent and that student work 

should be authentic and reflect real abilities.  To that end, the majority of the staff employ 
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summative strategies of assessment.  Many teachers use performance based activities, in-class 

discussions, forums and cooperative group work to assess students.  However, most everything is 

assigned a mark using a rubric of some sort.  Exams are weighted heavily.  Students have bought 

into this form of assessment and are marks-driven.   The marks become rewards for performance 

and most of the learners are rewarded well for their hard work and performance on exams.  

Because of my inquiry into transforming my learners into lifelong learners I had to first 

resolve competing theories in my mind before I could take action.  Timperley indicates not 

surprisingly that because these theories “have worked for the particular teacher (if not they would 

have been revised) they are assumed to be effective” (page 155).   After teaching English for over 

20 years, I thought I had finally reached a point in my career where I had perfected my practice of 

educating learners.  I feel that summative assessment has been working well for me (and most of 

my colleagues) at my school.  I had to come to terms with the fact that this theory was flawed or 

imperfect before I could fully embrace change towards a practice that nearly eradicates all marks 

and instead values formative assessment.   My decision to experiment with eliminating almost all 

marks from an entire unit for each of my classes this year arises from the need to know firsthand 

how it would play out in the context of my classroom.   How could I prove that the research 

advocating Assessment for Learning and a focus on feedback rather than numbers will free my 

students to learn?  Would it also free up more of my personal time at home so I could enjoy my 

children instead of tediously marking everything I collect from my students?  Ultimately, the notion 

that marking student work ends their love of learning is the force that drives me to inquire further 

into fully embracing formative assessment.    

Our staff has struggled for years with the knowledge that we feed into the environment that 

values and rewards hard work and high academic achievement and yet we want to at the same time 

alleviate the resulting fallout of employing this theory because many of our learners clearly struggle 
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from the stresses of academic pressure from peers, family and teachers.   In our school, my 

colleagues are for the most part experienced teachers.    The very few beginning teachers we have 

on staff are indeed in Timperley’s “survival and rule-following” stage of professional development 

(page 155).  Some teachers are in the intermediate stage of having “greater flexibility, 

experimentation and consolidation”; while the majority of our staff and in particular all our Teacher 

Leaders are in the final phase of “mastery and fluency”.   With decades of experience, these 

teachers lead the whole staff in maintaining the status quo.  If they were to be challenged that there 

was a newer, better approach to teaching students and to interacting with them, there would be a 

good deal of resistance.  I worry that even in the event that should the majority of our staff 

eliminate marks or reduce the focus on the marks through focussing on formative assessment, there 

may be little change in student outcomes.  Unfortunately, Timperley indicates that some studies 

reveal that “facilitators of professional learning do not always get it right” and that there are 

sometimes no significant changes in student outcomes even after teachers change their practice 

according to facilitators’ recommendations (page 157).  So there is no promise that learner 

outcomes will improve?  Why bother changing then?  Well, inquiring minds want to know.   

Confronted with a growing body of research that suggests formative assessment may resolve 

our learners’ unhealthy attitudes about learning, I cannot consciously ignore the possibility that my 

students may benefit from the changing of my practice to be largely formative based.   It is the only 

way I see that might change them into lifelong learners.   


