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Abstract 

Due to the ever increasing need for monitoring and accountability in our schools and colleges, 

methods of assessment have become more important as a means of measuring student 

attainment. This article defines the characteristics of formative and summative assessment. It 

highlights the strengths and limitations of each before questioning if they can be used for 

different purposes than their original aim. Formative assessment requires planning and 

preparation to ensure the students gain the most from the experience. Feedback and feed-

forward are crucial elements that play a part in the whole process as they offer the students the 

opportunity to reflect on their work and consider further steps to develop their learning. I 

suggest that summative assessment, an indicator of the level of previous learning, does not just 

have to be a tool for identifying a level achieved or a grade but rather can be used to evidence 

deeper understanding of the specific area of study. Therefore, with careful planning, 

questions/tasks need to be designed so that the answers reflect more than surface level 

knowledge. The study concludes that summative assessment can be used formatively to identify 

what a student knows at a particular point in time. However, because it only gives a level of 

achievement or grade for a specific period, rather than specific feedback on the achievements 

and areas for improvement, it can be considered as only partially formative. In contrast, 

formative assessment can be used summatively because it can inform the student on how they 
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have reached a specific level, and additionally opens up a conversation between the student and 

teacher about how to move forward with their learning. 

 

Keywords: Summative assessment; Formative assessment; Feedback; Feed-forward; 

Compatibility. 
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Introduction 

The need in education for students to reach targets and achieve good results for performance 

tables, has led to an increased focus on measurement data that can be easily captured through 

assessment (Williams, 2010). However, there has been much debate between teachers, 

management and policy-makers over the type of assessment that is considered best for education 

or for measurable evidence. There are two main forms of assessment that appear to serve 

different purposes. With formative assessment, the primary purpose is to help gauge the level of 

the students’ learning and understanding of a topic or subject at a particular point in time. This 

gives an indication of the progress made so far, and what direction to take next to achieve a 

higher level of attainment (Stobart & Gipps, 1997). Therefore, the use of formative assessment 

can be seen as more useful for the teacher to help a student improve. In contrast, management 

places great emphasis on summative assessment, since the assessment results from tests and 

examinations provide evidence to quantify students’ achievements. The summative results are 

then used to highlight the success, or otherwise, of the educational establishment which the 

students’ results represent. 

 

There are a number of assessment methods that can be used to measure, improve and guide the 

students’ learning and understanding (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 - Aspects of Formative and Summative Assessment 
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Alongside summative assessment, Figure 1 shows the multifaceted nature of formative 

assessment and indicates that considerable thought may need to be given in the design of a 

formative task and the choice of assessment methods used to achieve a set objective (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998). 

 

The Key Principles of Formative and Summative Assessment 

Formative  assessment 

The key principle of formative assessment is to collect and process information from students to 

determine their current level in the learning process, and then take appropriate measures to 

adjust and re-focus the learning and teaching accordingly. The report by the Task Group on 

Assessment and Testing (DES, 1988) highlighted the need to collect suitable information from 

the students to identify their strengths and weaknesses; although this can be considered more 
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akin to evaluation rather than assessment (Torrance & Pryor, 1998). Nonetheless, if the teaching 

is adapted, based on the students’ current level of achievement, to better meet their learning 

needs, then the assessment is formative (Black et al., 2003). 

 

Within a classroom or workshop environment, formative assessment identifies problems during 

topics and tasks that enables the teacher to intervene through feedback and feed-forward (Black, 

2001).  It is a collaborative process between the teacher and the students, or the students and 

their peers. However, it is the teacher’s responsibility to manage and implement the process. 

Therefore, training and support should be made available to the teachers if required to help them 

become more effective at facilitating the process (Black et al., 2003). 

 

There are 3 inter-dependant core components for formative assessment that are vitally important 

to the integrity of the process of improving student achievement. These components collectively 

contribute to the closing of the learning gap, which is the actual level where the student positions 

themselves for a topic or subject and the desired level that the teacher aims for them to achieve. 

The core components are: 

1. The assessment task se l e c t ion and des ign.  

The assessment method used must be fit for purpose in achieving the set objectives to close 

the learning gap, and shape the learning that takes place to help the students’ progress. When 

considering task design, the teacher starts with the students’ present level of knowledge and 

understanding to determine how to ensure their learning develops further and they become 

more autonomous students. However, Marshall & Drummond (2006), in their study of 

teachers in the classroom using formative assessment tasks, observed that students only 

demonstrated autonomy within the tasks rather than as part of the whole experience of 

learning. In an ideal world, this would be an opportunity to think more strategically and plan 
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to facilitate the students’ learning in both the medium and long term (Tiknaz & Sutton, 

2006). When doing this, it is important to use a diverse range of assessment methods to 

neutralise any bias that may be inherent with a particular method of assessment (Tattersall, 

2003). Consequently, the assessment task chosen will influence the feedback and feed-

forward that will be possible. 

2. Teacher f eedback and feed- forward. 

Teacher Feedback/Feed-forward is used to close the learning gap by recognising the 

students’ current level of knowledge, understanding and skills. The teacher will then discuss 

with the students what they need to know to develop further and offer a strategy or guidance 

on how such an improvement can be made (Sadler, 1989; 1998).  To do this effectively the 

teacher must have a comprehensive understanding of the subject and good pedagogic 

knowledge of how the topic or subject can be incorporated into the learning process (Sadler, 

1998). Consequently, feedback and feed-forward have two distinct roles. 

 

“Feedback” is used by the teacher to report back to the student on the quality of the work or 

task that they have undertaken thus far. Feedback often identifies strengths and weaknesses 

of a piece of work and can be seen as having two or more purposes. It can provide a 

formative assessment of how the student has done on a task and areas for improvement, and 

also a summative assessment in relation to how the student has achieved on a particular task. 

 

The importance of the way feedback is given, and its effect, is supported by a study by Butler 

(1987) who examined the effects of four different types of feedback. These were: Comments; 

No comments; Grades; and Praise. The students that were given comments only scored one 

standard deviation (a term used by statisticians to describe the distance of each mark from 

the mean) higher than the other groups on a post-test. There were no significant differences 
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between the other three groups. The interesting point was that the students who were given 

praise thought they were more successful, whereas they actually scored less than the 

‘comments only’ group. 

 

Interestingly, after conducting meta-analysis of their psychological research, Kluger & 

DeNisi (1996) believed that researchers and teachers were wrong in believing that feedback 

benefitted student performance. They came to the conclusion that, rather than improving the 

students’ learning, feedback can actually have a negative effect on performance in 

approximately 40% of circumstances (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). An explanation for this is 

that feedback is usually evaluative, giving a teacher’s judgement on what is good or not so 

good and often focuses on the effort that appears to have been made on a particular 

assessment. 

 

Therefore, it is important that for feedback to be used constructively, it needs to be used as 

an approach to encourage the students to think about the task that they have done rather 

than any negatives and assumptions about the effort applied. So care needs to be taken to 

help facilitate positive outcomes (James, 1998; Gipps et al., 2000). 

 

“Feed-forward” is the process of teachers offering guidance to help the students and enable 

them to improve upon their current level of achievement. This will have been identified and 

communicated to the students during the feedback. The teacher will then advise and 

encourage the students to reach the desired level of achievement, in other words – target 

setting. 
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3. Student se l f  and peer  assessment .  

Student self and peer assessment has a vital role in the effectiveness of formative assessment 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998). However, there is a caveat for this to be effective, and for the 

students to become proactive in their own learning. The students involved in any self and 

peer assessment must understand what their present level of achievement is, and their target 

for the desired level of achievement (Klenowski, 1995). Therefore, to do this, they will need 

to understand the requirements for each task and just as importantly, they need to learn how 

to give constructive, not destructive feedback. 

 

Summative assessment 

As summative assessment implies, it is an overview of previous learning. It may be an 

accumulation of evidence collected over a set period, but is commonly achieved by using 

evidence gathered through a test or examination to measure an area of prior learning (Black, 

2001). Very often, this type of assessment offers no feedback as to how the student has 

performed; the evidence is usually in the form of a grade or mark. However, in recent years 

considerable developments of tests and examinations have happened. How a question is asked is 

now moving away from information recall, which demonstrates little or no understanding, and 

on to questions which are often more thought provoking and generate a cognitive process in 

which the students will need to have knowledge of the topic or subject area to answer it 

correctly. 

 

The amount of information that is given to the students regarding the assessment criteria is more 

explicit. A good example is ‘A’ level examinations.  From the 1970s through to the early 1980s, 

candidates in schools and colleges were offered the minimum amount of information regarding 

the allocation of marks, as it was considered to be of no importance to the candidate. Now, 
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marks are explicitly given for each question (or each part of a question) and for all aspects of any 

coursework that may be part of the assessment component that contributes to the final grade. 

This gives the candidates full disclosure of what they need to do to achieve a desired level or 

grade. 

 

The way the examination instruction script is read to the students has also changed considerably. 

In the 1970s, the instructions had to be read to the candidates ‘clearly and slowly’ (NFER, 1976: 

4). They were read exactly as written to ensure that every student had the same experience. 

However, by 1996, the script instructions for a similar test had changed dramatically suggesting 

that: 

‘The wording of these instructions can be adapted providing the meaning is 

retained.  You should use words and phrases that are familiar to the children, 

and you may repeat them as many times as necessary to ensure the children 

understand…………it is important that your instruction does not exceed the 

information set out’ (SCAA, 1996). 

 

This demonstrates the move away from a testing and examination “as-hurdle” model (Gipps, 

1996: 3) that gives as little guidance as possible (working on the principle that only the better 

candidates will pass), to an explicit assessment model in which full guidance and disclosure of the 

allocation of marks and expectations are given (Gipps, 1996). 

 

The Compatibility of Formative and Summative Assessment 

Black (2001) argues that external summative tests are a poor model especially for assessment for 

the following reasons: 

• Often dissimilar data (e.g. for practical and theory) have to be used 

in illogical ways to achieve a single overall result. 
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• Due to the need for a standard approach in the application of the 

assessment and the collection and recording of data, the attention to 

students’ individual needs are inhibited. 

• All students are treated as equal and of the same level, so does not 

include any differentiation. 

• They are designed to give an overall score, so contain little depth. 

• Summative assessments often require documented evidence of 

results for auditing purposes so add to workload. 

(Black, 2001) 

However, Biggs (1998) argues that summative assessment does have a role in education, and the 

effect it has on learning, which he refers to as ‘backwash’, is often considered negative. The 

reason being that once students receive a grade for a piece of work that is often all they focus on. 

Therefore, they have a tendency to be less motivated to consider the formative feedback offered. 

Yet interestingly, some believe summative grades to be more influential than feedback when 

used for formative assessment (Biggs, 1996). This view is supported by Butler (1988) who 

divided a group of higher education students into three sub-groups and gave each of them two 

tasks to complete. Group 1 were given only formative feedback for each task, Group 2 were only 

given a summative final grade for each task, and Group 3 were given both formative feedback 

and a summative final grade. The effects are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 - Results of the study by Butler (1988) 

Assessment 
Group 

Assessment Method Performance Goals 

Group 1 
 

Formative Performance on both tasks increased. 

Group 2 Summative Performance fell on one task and 
increased on the other. 

Group 3 Formative & Summative Performance on both tasks fell 
significantly. 

 

The results in Table 1 show that formative assessment, when used on its own, contributes to a 

better performance by the students. When summative assessment is used in isolation it appears 
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to have little influence on other tasks. In the case of Group 3, which was given both formative 

and summative assessment, performance of the students on both tasks fell significantly which 

suggests that they are not compatible when used together. This suggests that the “backwash” 

effect does appear to have a negative influence on formative feedback; possibly from students 

being more interested and affected by the final grade than any feedback offered. 

 

Although formative and summative assessment can be considered to be extremes of the 

assessment spectrum, they are not a dichotomy. The two approaches provide a very different 

perspective on the students’ learning journey. Formative assessment guides the student through 

the learning process, and highlights the areas of learning that are strengths and those that require 

more focus, thus acting as an aid in the decisions regarding the next steps. Summative 

assessment simply provides a measurable and comparable indicator of what the student has 

attained. Therefore, can the two methods of assessment serve the other’s purpose? 

 

The Use of Formative Assessment to Support Summative Assessment and Summative 

Assessment for Formative Purposes 

After highlighting the differences between formative and summative assessment and their 

purposes, it would be interesting to question whether formative assessment can be used 

summatively, and if summative assessment can be used formatively (Maxwell, 2004). As 

previously stated, evidence from tests and completed coursework is generally collected to 

summatively assess the level that has been achieved. However, there is evidence that suggests 

that summative assessment can also be used for formative purposes. For example, if students are 

given tests periodically throughout a subject or topic, the tests will identify areas that require 

attention for improvement. It is important that the teacher feeds the information back to the 
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student in a constructive manner identifying the areas where further development is required, 

and discussing how to raise the level of performance for the next assessment (Maxwell, 2004). 

 

After being tasked by researchers to change their classroom practices to accommodate different 

methods of formative assessment, teachers found that using summative assessment formatively 

could be effective (Black et al., 2002). There were three ways that were developed by the teachers 

where summative assessments were used for formative purposes. 

1. The students were given 10 questions from a past test, they were asked to 

highlight the questions where their knowledge or understanding was weak. 

This gave the students a focus for areas of improvement. 

2. The students then had to set 10 test questions themselves and create a marking 

scheme to support the assessment of the questions. The teachers believed that 

by allowing the students to conduct this task, it would give them a better 

understanding of the assessment process, which would encourage them to 

become focussed on improving their performance. 

3. The students then assessed each other’s answers to the tests. The outcomes of 

which were used diagnostically to highlight areas that their peers showed 

knowledge and those areas where their knowledge was not so strong. 

 

However, Black & Wiliam (2006) argue that formative assessment can never be adequately 

achieved using summative tests and examinations, but is sufficient to identify where further 

learning is required.  The reason for this is that: 

• Summative evidence is not collected frequently enough for a task or topic. 

• If summative assessment is collected frequently for a task or topic, with the 

intention of it being used formatively, there is a risk of genuine formative 

assessment not being shared at all. 

• Summative assessment does not contain a sufficient amount of detail to be 

used diagnostically. 

• Summative assessment is generally only used in relation to tasks chosen, 

administered and marked by teachers. 
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• By using summative tests more frequently (even for formative purposes) 

there is a danger of teachers teaching to the test. 

• Summative assessment rarely matches the principles for formative 

assessment. 

(Black & Wiliam, 2006) 

 

The Assessment Reform Group (2002) developed ten principles of formative assessment to 

enable the teacher to check how formative the summative assessment can be:   

1. Does it focus on how students learn? 

2. Is it sensitive and constructive? 

3. Does it foster motivation? 

4. Is it part of the effective planning of teaching and learning? 

5. Does it promote understanding of goals and criteria? 

6. Is it a key professional skill for the teacher? 

7. Does it help students to know how to improve? 

8. Is it sensitive and constructive? 

9. Does it develop the capacity for self-assessment? 

10. Does it recognise all educational achievements? 

(ARG, 2002) 

It is suggested that unless the teacher can answer yes to the following questions, the assessment 

method is not truly formative. However, there can be limitations when using evidence that has 

been primarily generated from formative assessment to be used summatively (Harlen, 2006). 

Some limitations are: 

• To ensure that the assessment criterion for each student is the same, the 

evidence will need to be formulised so that it is not misinterpreted. 

• A quality assurance procedure will be required because the evidence will be 

used for a different purpose from which it is designed; it will rely on the 

teacher’s interpretation of the comments. 

• Regular classroom assessment tasks may need to be supplemented to 

ensure enough specific evidence is generated for all the students. 
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• Simplistic summative assessment methods such as tick boxes may be used 

when assessing short tasks where the generation of evidence is 

problematic. 

• There is a risk of the formative assessment process becoming too formal. 

(Harlen, 2006) 

 

Conclusion 

The literature and empirical research indicates that purposeful planning and implementation of 

formative and summative assessment in the classroom does appear to contribute towards an 

improvement in student learning that can be beyond surface level. This can lead to a richer 

experience that may be reflected in a higher level of achievement than previously predicted. 

 

At face value, formative assessment and summative assessment can appear to be two extremes of 

the assessment continuum, yet with careful consideration and application they can be used for 

similar purposes. Formative assessment can be used effectively for summative purposes, and to a 

degree, can offer more in terms of the feedback and feed-forward that is given as part of the 

formative process. However, it is important to note that formative assessment will become less 

effective if used with an overall grade – what Biggs (1998) terms as the ‘backwash’ effect which 

was highlighted (see Table 1) in the study by Butler (1988). 

 

Summative assessment is traditionally used as a quantitative measure of what students know or 

can remember at the end of a particular period, while formative assessment is more of a 

partnership between the teacher and the students to advise and guide the learning. The two 

together can be used to reach a common goal.  By using ‘summative’ tests during the learning 

process, the information gained can be used formatively to highlight areas where improvement in 

learning and understanding is required.  This information will then need to be acted upon by the 
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teacher through the application of feedback and feed-forward to clarify any misunderstandings 

or misconceptions that the students may have, guiding the students to move forward with their 

learning. 

 

Therefore, in an education system that promotes inclusion and opportunities for all students to 

achieve to the best of their ability, it is important that assessment has a mechanism built in to 

allow for differentiation. A limitation of summative assessment is that, regardless of whether the 

questions being used are open or closed, it is generally presented in a formal manner such as a 

test or examination.  On the other hand, due to formative assessment being a more collaborative 

and iterative process, it accommodates for differentiation and individual needs in a more 

integrated way. Therefore, I suggest that where appropriate, teachers take advantage of the 

choices available in the design of assessments so that they meet both formative and summative 

purposes, with the ultimate goal of furthering the students’ progress and thus meeting the need 

for accountability. 
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