
Continuous Assessment that Underpins
Learning: an Integrated Framework

Assessment is for learning and must therefore accompany learning

closely and continuously - this is the essence of and the strong message

from the practice of assessment that is described below.  It is therefore

not a practice as such but a framework of practices that endeavours to

be seamlessly integrated in order to follow and support fully the

collective journey of learning in a classroom and within this the personal

learning path of every pupil. The context in which this is embedded is

both the Steiner Waldorf principle that education should enable each

pupil to become what they are, and the specific methodology of Waldorf

schools that takes the form, for example, of lesson blocks.

The wider context is state regulation of schooling, in this case the

German situation of requiring grades to be given to pupils in senior

classes and working towards the Abitur or end of secondary school

exams. Of interest here is the relationship that emerges implicitly below

in not 'teaching to the test' or in this case not 'teaching to the Abitur' -

and yet enabling pupils to go through the final state exams with the

strength that can be drawn from a Waldorf school's curriculum, which

has helped build pupils' abilities over years of assessment for learning

rather than learning for assessment.
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IDENTITY CARD 
CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

NAME OF PRACTICE

SUBJECT ASSESSED

CATEGORY

TYPE OF 
ASSESSMENT

AGE GROUP Secondary school This framework of assessment is
integral to learning and as such can
be adapted to all age groups.

Ipsative, formative, peer-
and self-assessment,
collaborative 
and summative

Ipsative: assessment for learning,
with the framework of practices
accompanying the pupil in the
process of grasping how they learn,
therefore also formative and
incorporating self-assessment and
collaborative assessment, with peer
assessment encouraged through
discussion between pairs and within
groups, and with summative
assessment brought in at the end in
the context of tendencies rather than
grades.

School wide practice suitable
for various subjects and age
groups.

Biology

Continuous Assessment
that Underpins Learning:
an Integrated Framework
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Assessment as continuing
acknowledgement of where each
pupil is, rather than a later stage of
'testing': An integrated framework of
continuous assessment that
underpins learning.

SCHOOL Christian Morgenstern School

COUNTRY Germany, Hamburg

The framework of practices described
underpins all learning and all
subjects. The examples given are
drawn from biology, and similar
examples can be given from teaching
languages and geography.
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VALUES

TIMELINE AND
PREPARATION

TEACHER

Contextualised to a particular subject
whilst drawing on integral
methodological, social and personal
concerns.
Individualised to each pupil's learning
journey.
Participatory in facilitating every pupil
to grasp how best they learn.

The three-week lesson block provides
the timeline, and the documentation
described below punctuates this period
with a clear rhythm based on explicit
and carefully considered preparation. 
 Prompt communication also maintains
the rhythm, with the teacher discussing
progress with pupils as individuals or
in groups whilst their classmates are
engaged in other work. The same
differentiated rhythm is used when
examining written work, which comes
in from different groups of pupils at
specified intervals instead of mass
submission at the end of the three
weeks.

Contextualised,
individualised and
participatory

A three-week long
lesson block.
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She rejoices in bringing together what is
generally separate, whether the
teaching of biology along with
languages, or the richness of Waldorf
pedagogy with the best of basic teacher
training for state schools.

Ulrike Sievers
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FORM OF
DOCUMENTATION

CERTIFICATION

The integrated practice of assessment
is reflected in the systematic
documentation. This begins at the
start of the three-week 'lesson block'
with written information to all the pupils
concerned, giving details about the
criteria that will be used for
assessment. These criteria unite a
variety of methods, materials, and
social forms. The teacher's ongoing
notes on each pupil flow into the
summative assessment at the end.
Checklists maintain continuous
'tracking' throughout the lesson block.
At the end of this period, the pupil
receives a feedback sheet organized
around the criteria that were circulated
at the start. This sheet focuses on
personal guidance and tendencies
rather than grades, with grades given
in the upper classes when required by
the Ministry of Education.

Written

This integrated framework of practice can be used until the end of
secondary school education in Germany that is marked by a public
exam called the Abitur. Although not directed towards the Abitur by
'teaching to the test’, it can be argued that good progress through the
teaching and assessment practices described will logically take a
pupil through the Abitur in most cases. A few pupils who do not wish
to write the Abitur or feel that they will not be successful in it, leave
the school after Class 11 or 12 instead of staying until the end
through Class 13.
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The Christian Morgenstern School, like other Waldorf schools, begins with class 1 -
closely linked to its kindergarten which nurtures children from 18 months to 6 years of
age - and ends with class 13 to mark the end of secondary school education. The school
was established some fifteen years ago and is therefore still growing, drawing pupils
from the inner areas of Hamburg city. Currently a total of 320 pupils work with 37
teachers, some of whom are part-time. The state funds about four-fifths of school costs,
and the remainder is financed by school fees paid by parents relative to their income and
limited by state regulation.

As a school based on the pedagogy of Rudolf Steiner, it has an inclusive approach and
describes itself as welcoming children with different talents. As part of this mission,
cognitive learning is balanced with artistic and practical learning as well as with the
development of social skills underpinned by empathy. Pupils are also introduced early to
two foreign languages, English and Spanish, to encourage communication skills and a
broad sociability as well as the capacity to share other perspectives on the world.

Ulrike Sievers, the teacher introduced below and whose practice of assessment is
discussed at length, is well integrated as a secondary school teacher into the Christian
Morgenstern School. This approach to assessment is intended to be widely relevant to
Waldorf schools.

CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

THE SCHOOL 

5
Cont inuous  Assessment  that  Underpins  Learning :  

an  Integrated Framework 



CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

Ulrike was sure from early on that her life's work would be with children. As an
adolescent, she was already guiding groups of younger children at the village sports
club, run in spare time by a woman teacher who provided an inspiring role model. Her
image of relationships between children and adults was enriched at age seventeen,
when philosophy classes in high school exposed her to Martin Buber's portrayal of
relationships as mutual and reciprocal rather than hierarchically separated and detached.
This reinforced her desire to listen closely in exchanges with young children and to
suspend judgement, listening in the same way that her role model, the leader of the
sports club, did. In later years, this listening attitude found a theoretical basis in Otto
Scharmer's Theory U, with the concept of four levels of listening.

Growing up with a father who ran a tree nursery imbued Ulrike with an affinity for nature
from an early age. When she entered university, specialising in children's medicine
seemed an appealing combination of natural science and a profession centred on
children. However, following her first year of study, a placement for practical experience
in a hospital ward for children with heart diseases proved a negative exposure, far from
Buber's perspective on meaningful relationships, with a particular child becoming 'the
case in Room X on such-and-such machines and combination of drugs.'

Ulrike then reconsidered her life choices at the age of twenty. A year away from
university, working and travelling with opportunities to develop her interest in foreign
languages and especially English, brought her back to professional training from a new
entry point that integrated her various passions. She trained as a teacher specialising in
biology and English. Becoming a teacher rather than a children's doctor attracted her
because of ongoing daily contact with children and with specific groups of children for a
length of time, a context that will return in her practice of assessment described below.

She trained at university to teach in the state school system. Fairly soon after she
qualified, however, Ulrike shifted to a very 'hands-on' approach to children, because
instead of launching into a teacher's career, she stayed home for ten years looking after
her own three children. The midwife who delivered her children followed Rudolf Steiner's
teachings and found an interested interlocutor in Ulrike, who then sent her children to a
Waldorf school, played an active role there as a parent, followed training courses in
Waldorf education and took on a teaching post at the Waldorf school soon after her
youngest child joined it.

THE TEACHER
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Ulrike is grateful that she could combine her experience of teacher education for state
schools - during which she was fortunate to encounter tutors with enthusiasm, warmth
and open minds and to gain a sound basis in methodology - with her long-term teaching
experience in Waldorf schools. She has always tried to combine a warm heart for pupils
and colleagues, an open pedagogical mind and technical expertise with deep roots in
Waldorf pedagogy. She likes to reach out in different directions and draw varied
elements together, as she does also with teaching both biology and English rather than
either the sciences or languages. After fifteen years as a teacher in the Waldorf school
where her children studied, she shifted to the school described above five years ago and
has taken on leadership roles in addition to teaching. 

Two reasons why Ulrike finds her current school hospitable to her vocation as a teacher
are closely related to her approach to assessment. One is that all subjects are taught
through lesson blocks, a class of ninety minutes that is scheduled each day for three
weeks, including for languages which at many schools are scheduled three times a
week. The second reason is the inclusive nature of classes in this school. We will see in
the description of her assessment practice below how and why these features are
crucial.

More broadly, Ulrike is one of the founders of ELEWA, an online professional forum
within Waldorf education, and in 2017 she published a book on Creative Teaching -
Sustainable Learning: A holistic approach to foreign language teaching and learning.
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Ulrike's good practice in assessment is deeply embedded in her approach to teaching.
For her, the essence of teaching is the relationship with each pupil as well as with the
community of learners whom she meets within a classroom. This is why teaching in
blocks as mentioned earlier is centrally important to her, because this engenders
extensive contact every day for three weeks with pupils, rather than meeting them for a
relatively short lesson a few times a week.  Lesson blocks for teaching and learning are
generally typical of Waldorf education.

A teacher's mission, Ulrike feels, is to accompany each pupil on their distinctive journey
of learning. To achieve this, a teacher needs to know what every pupil's journey is and
what point the pupil has reached at a particular moment. For her this is the crucial task
within assessment, rather than grading a pupil for a route within higher education or as a
reference point for future employment. (The tasks can be mutually reinforcing, where
supporting a pupil on a strong learning path leads to good outcomes that are reflected in
further study and professional direction.) Key influences on a learning path are a pupil's
personal motivation, interests and daily realities.

Such an approach gives the term 'continuous assessment' greater depth, because this is
not assessment based on a weekly assignment instead of periodic exams: it is
assessment that continues during every moment of contact between pupil and teacher
and between all pupils in the classroom and the teacher. Ulrike invokes the writings of
theatre director Peter Brook to communicate this - notably his book The Empty Space -
because the shared arena during class time requires a similar building up of
relationships between teacher and pupils as in the theatre, where each member of the
audience and the collectivity need to feel distinctively engaged.

CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

THE PRACTICE 
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The 'inclusive' classrooms that characterise the Waldorf school where Ulrike moved five
years ago take the process that she describes a step further. If a teacher is making
contact with each pupil, then the skills required to work with a pupil described as
experiencing learning difficulties can be subsumed under those used to understand
pupils' varied learning paths. When a teacher welcomes diversity and seeks to develop
meaningful ways to engage with it, 'inclusion' is already well in progress.

Ulrike also makes reference to the book Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman.
She contrasts today's encouragement of quick judgement - for example, pressing a
particular button to rate satisfaction when leaving a public facility - with the almost
constant process for which she strives, of implicit conversation with each pupil about
'Where are you now on your learning path and do you now understand better what this
path is and how you learn most effectively?' Whereas summative assessment is based
on selected achievements, ipsative assessment or assessment for learning essentially
accompanies the pupil in the process of grasping how they learn.  The various practices
that Ulrike and her colleague Martyn Rawson have developed are oriented towards this. 
Such a perspective goes beyond assessment as one stage, in the teaching and learning
process that is conventionally depicted as 'the teacher imparts knowledge and then
assesses the pupil to measure how much knowledge has been imbibed.' For Ulrike,
assessment involves continuing acknowledgement of where each pupil is, rather than a
subsequent stage of testing.

The inter-subjectivity - emphasised by Buber in his portrayal of meaningful and reciprocal
relationships - extends from inter-subjectivity between teacher and pupil to that between
pupils in the same classroom, encouraging them to give each other useful feedback and
to listen to each other actively. Such inter-subjectivity would ideally include the parents of
each pupil. Inter-subjectivity presupposes the trust to open up to another person. This
level of trust is not always easy to establish with parents, for whom understandably the
questions in mind are 'Is this teacher good for my child?' and possibly 'Will the learning
path identified lead to further education and a sound financial position in later life’?

Ulrike sees continuous assessment as incorporating on-going self-assessment by the
teacher, asking herself unremittingly 'Have I grasped correctly where this particular pupil
is on a distinctive learning journey, and what indications are there to show me whether I
have achieved this or not’?

Ulrike and Martyn have developed a closely integrated framework of assessment
practices that helps pupils and teachers to navigate learning journeys, thereby
strengthening pupils' abilities to understand and manage their own learning, and
enabling teachers to facilitate this process.
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participation in shared exploration by asking questions that usefully illuminate the
subject, and in recall activities through reinforcement of learning in pairs and groups.
independent work by individuals, pairs and groups carried out in class or at home,
usually involving choice of topic and creative forms such as mind maps, posters,
craftwork, real objects or short films in addition to written work and oral presentation.
tests in the form of written tasks that are usually open and within which a pupil can
exercise choice of topic, focus and form of response.
documentation of the entire block within a portfolio that the pupil composes - putting
together written work, mind maps, posters and other media used - with the purpose
of tracing the learning journey and related processes as the pupil understands all
this.
norms around presentation, timetables and self-organization.

This framework underpins the lesson block of three weeks. At the start of this period,
pupils are informed through written communication about the theme for the block, the
learning aims and the criteria for assessment. The criteria are drawn from the teacher's
understanding of the development tasks involved.  Relevant factual knowledge is specific
to the subject, while criteria derived from the methodological, social and personal context
of learning are common across various subjects:

These criteria weave together a variety of materials, methods and social forms. The
common framework of assessment provides orientation and criteria for the block as it
commences and is then used at the end for assessing the outcomes. The teacher
monitors individual achievements and levels of participation, and these notes flow into
the summative assessment at the end. Key criteria include active participation in the
learning process and discussions, group work and the quality of verbal and written
contributions.  

Ongoing assessment is thus supported by ongoing tracking, using checklists. Teachers
thereby have a record of naturally occurring evidence on which assessment is based and
that provides the basis for annual reports. Crucially, if a teacher notes that a pupil is
straying from the course or encountering difficulties on the journey, this is made manifest
and can be addressed in a timely way. Each pupil receives a feedback sheet at the end
of the three weeks from the teacher, giving again the criteria for assessment agreed on
at the beginning of the main lesson block. For each criterion, a mark is made on a
spectrum simply indicated by a line with a plus sign '+' at one end and a minus sign '-' at
the other end. If the mark is closer to the '+', the pupil can see that the teacher estimates
that learning progressed successfully according to that criterion, as well as more
generally in terms of sense of purpose and efficacy. This mark represents a tendency
and not a grade. Grades are given only when necessary, in the upper classes of the
school, in order to conform to the Ministry of Education's requirements. A personal
comment to the pupil from the teacher, that highlights both achievements and areas
where reinforcement is desired, rounds off the feedback sheet.
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In addition to a careful
documentation of the individual and
group journeys, further elements in
the assessment practice maintain
the pace of communication during
the learning journey. The advance
flagging of criteria for assessment
helps here. Prompt communication
is enhanced by using part of class
time for discussion with individual
pupils or small groups when the
others are engaged in separate
work. The assessment process is
similarly streamlined by ensuring
that written work is not all handed in
together at the end of the block, so
that the teacher can respond quite
quickly with comments on a stream
of submissions and not be caught in
a log-jam. 

Assessment practice constructed in this way seeks to avoid what John Hattie and
Gregory Yates identify as an unfortunate 'empathy gap' in assessment, whereby
teachers feel that their feedback is conscientious and serious, yet pupils find this same
feedback infrequent and of limited use, and outsiders assess it as insufficient in quantity
and quality.

Given that this practice is intricately embedded in the process of teaching and learning,
Ulrike holds that it is essentially the same for all subjects, though this needs to be
adapted to the various age groups and fine-tuned to context. As a passionate teacher of
biology and lover of the outdoors, she invites pupils to experience nature in all its reality
and to capture their learning in various forms, for example producing a video explaining
an aspect of a theme, writing a news article on evolution, creating a mindmap on
genetics or designing a poster on ecosystems. This is illustrated by a mind map related
to water, about the various forms of water pollution and the effects, as well as how much
water we need and what we use it for, and a feedback sheet from a lesson block within
biology on the inner organization of the human body. (Mindmap on page 12 and
feedback sheet on page 14).
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Ulrike muses on her practice of assessment:
“I am constantly observing and taking mental notes, and when at home I write
some things down, far from comprehensively though. So my assessment is made
up by a process of observation, to which I add my impression of written work or a
folder handed in. All this produces a differentiated feedback which takes into
account various aspects. However, it is not drawn from a long series of ticks in a
list, but  rather from an overall impression which is the result of careful
observation, regular note taking and incorporating different aspects of the pupils’
achievement. It is this picture that I offer to the student as feedback, and then I am
open to dialogue and in case the pupil doesn‘t agree (which is rarely the case but
happens - most likely in my and their judgement about active participation in
class), I am willing to have a closer look the next time and I ask the pupil to do the
same.”

These musings are relevant to a broader life journey, described by Ulrike through the
work of Geert Biesta: that pupils become aware of what they know and how to put this to
use (qualification), that they participate well in a shared learning environment
(socialisation) and that they grow personally (subjectification).
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The Steiner principles, on which the framework of practices described above is based,
are clear in the story just told and we will now make some connections to the Learning
for Well-being principles and core capacities.

Wholeness, among the seven principles, is exemplified by the emphasis on the pupil as
a whole person, the class as a whole community, and the curriculum as representing a
wholeness that embeds assessment within learning. The journey of discovery embarked
on by the entire class during the three-week lesson block is seen as encompassing the
multiple and varied learning paths of individual pupils, thereby recognizing each one's
unique potential and inner diversity. The processes of learning entwined with
assessment are encompassed by the relationships between every explorer pupil and the
attentive teacher, as well as the relationships between pupils, with good outcomes seen
as following from good processes and relationships. Emerging from all this is continuing
engaged participation, within a living system in which every individual pupil's learning is
nested in addition to learning within the class as a whole that extends to the teacher's
learning.  Assessment here endeavours to measure what matters, the ability of each
pupil to understand and learn to steer their own learning journey, rather than grades
given to determine admission to university - although university may well figure on the
future journey of pupils who see this as a further unfolding stage.

Of the nine core capacities that are central to Learning for Well-being perspectives,
listening is emphasised by Ulrike from early on in her life narrative and observing in her
musings above. The learning journeys that she describes call on continuous assessment
by the teacher, that includes inquiring about, reflecting on and empathising with the
personal progress of each pupil, sometimes sensing this intuitively, all leading to
discerning patterns and systemic processes in the pupil's manner of learning as well as
that pupil's ability to understand their own learning. Relaxing is central to the different
forms of learning simultaneously at work here. In the specific example of biology, Ulrike
encourages pupils' enhancing sensory awareness through explorations outdoors and
close scrutiny of forms of life brought back indoors.

CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

LEARNING FOR
WELL-BEING
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The human body in its inner organisation.

Name: Camilla B. 

AN EXAMPLE: FEEDBACK BIOLOGY BLOCK CLASS 10,
SEPTEMBER 2020
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