
Creating Independent Learners through Feed-

back for Learning is a successful practice that

helps teachers set targets for students, offer

descriptive feedback, and in the process raise

student performance and resiliency levels.

This practice has been developed in the Inner

City District of Winnipeg School Division,

which serves a very diverse student demo-

graphic and comprises 21 schools – Nursery

to Grade 12 and adults. Students represent

established immigrant families, newcomers

(immigrants including refugees from war-torn

countries) and aboriginal families. Many of

our students face extremely challenging 

circumstances in their lives due to poverty,

displacement and the inner city context.

Defining Our Intent
In the late 1980’s the Inner City District began

its ongoing work on improving student

achievement by bringing clarity and expecta-

tions to the work of school leaders and staff.

This work had been prompted by our ongoing

review of existing assessment data, which

demonstrated to us that there needed to be

improvement in the level of achievement of

our Inner City students. Our first step was to

develop a common language and, more

importantly, common expectations across all 

district schools. This we did, working together

as a group of Inner City Schools, as we devel-

oped our own Principles of Learning. The

Principles of Learning are constantly reviewed

and updated. One of our existing Principles

focuses on assessment for learning. (See 

Figure 1.)1

Together we had determined that improving

our children’s achievement, so that they can

become Independent Learners, had to be our

long term priority and focus – even though a

myriad of other issues must be handled daily

by the staff in our schools. In these circum-

stances keeping the focus on improving 

children’s learning is not easy – but it has 

to be done.

PROMISING PRACTICES

PAULINE CLARKE AND KATHY COLLIS

Lorna Earl states in a recent Education Cana-

da article that “learning communities need to

choose the ‘right’ focus for the participating

schools, given their particular context and 

history and what is known explicitly about

innovations that are high leverage in fostering

student learning. David Hargreaves describes

this process as ‘disciplined innovation’ – the

continuing identification of high leverage best

practices.”2

For the past 18 years in our Inner City Schools

we have together been working at “disciplined

innovation”.

The main focus for all of our schools is to

create the most effective and meaningful

learning settings for children. Our work on

learning and assessment was informed by 

our successful experiences with the Inner 

City Arts Training Program,3 which showed 

us that, in order to have sustainable change 

in teachers’ practice, we had to provide on-

going opportunities for learning, including 

trying new strategies, followed by reflection

and discussion with peers.

Building on our ‘Principles’ we realized that

effective ongoing assessment practices were

the way to improve children’s achievement – 

but the question we asked ourselves was,

“How do we do this?” We were fortunate to

be able to work with an experienced team of

consultants who guided staff discussions, 

led us through our trials and errors, and then

helped us to clarify those practices and 

strategies that would have positive results.4

The framework we developed, around which

the Feedback For Learning practices are built,

consists of eight steps called the scaffolding.

(See Figure 2.)5

FIGURE 2*

Step 1
Setting task/intent

Step 2
Sharing with 

students

Setting task criteria

Step 3
Enabling tasks

Step 4
First attempts

Step 5 
Inviting comparison

Step 6 
Identifying next

steps

Step 7 
Second attempts

Step 8 
Students looking

back

The Task, Intent and Criteria are set by the

teacher and students at the beginning of each

lesson. The student carries out a first attempt

at the learning task, which is then compared

with the criteria of what the work should look

like when it is finished. This is followed by 

students having a second attempt to reach 

the goal. Reflection, sharing, teacher and peer

feedback, and planning a next step conclude

the process. Fullan, Hill and Crevola state that

“feedback is at the heart of what is known 

as assessment for learning,” and quote Sadler

(1989) in noting that feedback qualifies as

feedback only when it is used to alter the gap

of learning.6 Hence, the second attempt, feed-

back and planning a next step are vital to the

process outlined in the scaffold.

We have found that these steps work equally

well for students of any age. The work of our

inner city schools on Feedback For Learning 

is captured in detail in our books, Creating

Independent Student Learners.7

Supporting Each Other
We have learned through experience that many

good ideas flounder because the process and

supports used to share and adopt them were

not clear enough or did not last long enough

to be effective. An essential part of this initia-

tive has been the process we used, and con-

tinue to use, to implement it.

With the ongoing support of our consultants,

as well as our learning support teachers

working side by side with teachers in class-

rooms, this approach has gradually been tak-

ing hold in our classrooms through concerted

efforts since 2000. We have also been work-

ing concurrently with all of our school admin-

istrators – initially to ensure they understood
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Principle Instructional Leaders

Assessment for Assessment must • How do learners articulate the intent of the lessons?

Learning enhance the ability • What evidence is there that the target outcomes are appropriate

of the educator and and shared?

learner to monitor • What supports are in place for learners to practice and refine

and direct their own their work?

learning • What guidance is given to students as they reflect on how their 

learning was achieved?
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Assessment For Learning and what it should

look like in practice, and during the last four

years collecting tangible evidence of this work

in practice. Questions such as, “What should 

I be observing in class?” and “What conver-

sations should I have with children about their

work?” are ones that administrators are

reflecting on as they work towards spending

more time in classrooms.

Administrators also share with each other 

their evidence of this work through photos,

videos and discussions with their staff. The

superintendent has ensured that we make 

time for what is deemed important – conver-

sations about student (and teacher) learning!

This investment of time is a mechanism to

help us continue “to refine and focus our 

professional learning for continuous benefits 

of teachers and students.”8

Promoting Ownership of Learning
In our classrooms the quality of students’ 

performance increases when they have a

sense of ownership for their work. Teachers

can encourage ownership by asking students

to think about the finished products before

they begin. Once the teacher has explained 

the task and intent, the teacher should ask the

students, “What will a good job look like?”

In the words of a teacher in one of our

schools, “For an art lesson, I gave the task,

intent and criteria. Very few students came 

to me with unfinished work. Students began

helping each other, showing, commenting,

even demonstrating (spontaneously). Every-

one was able to fulfill the requirements, which

were clear, simple, and precise. The ‘evalua-

tion’ was of the criteria, not the students or

their ability. The quality of the art produced

was higher. The class was relaxed, focused,

cooperative. Students were able to comment

on the collection of work in terms of the 

criteria.” – Susan Bukta, Grade 3.9

We have developed question prompts that 

are used during the learning process by the

teacher with the students.10

1. What is the best part of your work?

2. What is not as good as you wish?

3. What did you use to help you make things

easy?

4. What strategies could you use to help you

with the difficult part(s)?

5. What else could you do?

In their own words, the children describe their

learning process:

• To learn something I will concentrate, read 

or listen, ask for help, and have a discussion

with someone better than me who will share

ideas.

• To learn something I will practice and prac-

tice, then have a friend watch me and give

feedback to confirm that I am doing it right.

Looking For Evidence
We needed feedback, ourselves, and so 

another big question we had to deal with was:

“How to measure success of Feedback For

Learning?”

Schools look for evidence of learning out-

comes using a process called triangulation:

• Evidence from teacher observations, 

student conversations and student products,

including tests, is collected over time to

ensure reliability and validity.

• Evidence is gathered, analyzed and used to

improve planning and instruction.11

Schools then reflect on formative assessment

data from our Comprehensive Assessment

Program. This data is gathered each year on

every child (Nursery to Grade 6) in September

/October and graphed to show student

improvement. Review team meetings allow 

us to identify the strengths and weaknesses 

of every child in every class so that we can

allocate supports where they are needed most.

We have seen that there is clearer, more 

specific feedback provided to parents as part

of the school reporting process in the first

term. In turn, the follow-up and planning for

the next steps in student learning are more

focused and precise.

TEACHERS CAN ENCOURAGE OWNERSHIP BY ASKING STUDENTS TO

THINK ABOUT THE FINISHED PRODUCTS BEFORE THEY BEGIN.
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Other success measures are observational 

or testimonial. One of the teachers, who 

practiced all the strategies in her classroom,

when asked what would sustain Feedback For

Learning beyond a project phase, said simply,

“It Works!” Another colleague reported that 

the classroom work in Feedback For Learning

provided a “gift of independence for children

or youth.” An adult student at our vocational

high school reported that she taught the

strategies of self assessment and next steps

to her own school aged children!

School administrators are also providing 

clearer feedback to teachers about the effec-

tive practices happening in their classrooms.

Current discussions and professional learning

with school leaders centre on providing 

“ongoing descriptive feedback” to teachers 

on a pre-determined focus or growth area.

This too, is evolving as we implement, ask

questions, and reflect on our learning as 

individuals and as a leadership group.

Throughout Feedback For Learning, we have
helped our teachers to think and work
“smarter” with purpose in mind, to structure
learning experiences that fully engage the
learner, and, most of all, provide the steps 
for feedback and action. We have also paid
attention to the steps school leaders need to
take to recognize and support excellent class-
room assessment practice. Learning involves
taking risks, supporting each other, looking 
for evidence of progress and adjusting plans;
Feedback For Learning is a thoughtful multi-
layered process influencing the behaviours of
all the learners in the school, adult and child. 
It is how the schools do business and is
woven into the schools’ change and develop-
ment strategies.

Since 2000, we observe that what began in
depth in six schools has been evolving in all
21 schools. We monitor continually to see
what works and what doesn’t, asking what 
we should change, and what should remain
constant. With new staff joining us in ever
greater numbers the work is never done...
however, the quest to lead, improve adult and
student learning, and contribute to overall
resiliency factors for those we serve remains
the most important work to be done in all of
our schools. I
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