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Assessment in Teaching and Learning Doesn’t 
Need to be a Testing Time!

In the fifty-one years of free post-primary education in Ireland, teaching and learning has changed greatly. 
Good teachers have always interwoven teaching and assessment, but in recent years this field has become 
jargon-filled. We now have Assessment of Learning,  Assessment for Learning and Assessment as Learning, 
and so on. Summative assessment has gone out of vogue in Irish pedagogical policy while formative 
assessment has become more formalised and explicit in terms of department policy. This article will outline 
some ways of assessing students and will hopefully become a good source document for history department 
planning in schools. It is ironic that while we as teachers are told to differentiate our lessons but  the new 
Junior Cycle will not differentiate state assessment of non-core subjects. Either way, as professionals, we 
accommodate and cater for our own students. The challenge remains however: how do we diversify each 
lesson for inclusivity? Although the reduction of class contact time in the junior cycle history classroom 
from 240 to 200 hours is unfortunate, the new history specification has kept much of our subject’s richness.  

Inclusion is undoubtedly the ideal for students but poses challenges for teaching. Students who undertake 
the level 2 PLUs are not obliged either to take or pass the common test. The Priority Learning Units (PLUs) 
are designed for students with a Mild General Learning Difficulty (MGLD) diagnosis who struggle with 
mainstream syllabi. These students can undertake a Level 2 PLU course within mainstream classrooms, 
alongside their peers. They can achieve the five PLUs by proving they completed 51% of the elements. Here 
the teacher, or an SNA, need to record, photograph and photocopy evidence of the student’s participation. 
These can be integrated into the mainstream activities undertaken in delivering the learning outcomes, 
key skills and specifications. Hereafter I will outline the PLU Learning Outcomes for assessment in alpha-
numeric form which correspond to mainstream history activities. 

Even though the outcomes and expectations will differ, by simply adding a column to a Scheme of Work 
table for the academic year, the PLU LOs can be taught simultaneously.  Although last year’s special needs 
circular (0014/2017) states special education provision should be provided by a small team of suitably 
qualified teachers, the reality is that many mainstream teachers are teaching learning support and resource.  
Many students with special educational needs have weak numeracy and time concepts. The skills of a 
historian and the historical concepts we may assume students know, such as decades, centuries, millenia, 
timelines and duration can be challenging for students with SEN. In addition, for students undertaking 
the level 2 Numeracy PLU, history teachers can be invaluable in ‘developing the awareness of number’ 
elements (LOs B1 – B5). Let an inspector walk in and watch you using strategies such as timelines, replica 
artefacts, songs, videos and visuals to estimate and calculate, for example, the span of time between events. 
It’s important to photograph and photocopy for assessment purposes and share them with both the maths 
teacher and the SENCO. 

Enabling students to assess their own thinking process, or meta-cognition, can support them in becoming 
more critical thinkers and learners. In a world of Photoshop, Facetune and Fake News, the ability to assess 
sources has arguably never been more pertinent. People have the right to express an opinion, within reason, 
but can our students critique it? Websites such as www.snopes.com will investigate if a story is legitimate. 
Using the Scoilnet (www.scoilnet.ie) website, through one’s school internet, teachers and students can access 
newspaper archives. Conspiracy theory documentaries (Zeitgeist the movie), satirical websites and sites 
of misinformation EXPLAIN (https://www.allaboutexplorers.com/explorers/) are great resources to start 
with. Evaluating sources correlates to the Communication & Literacy PLU LO’s (A21, C42, C53, F9, D2). 
Developing the skills of a historian has cross-curricular advantages too; in 2017 one Higher Level Leaving 
Certificate English essay question challenged students to respond to the hypothesis that freedom of speech 
was the lifeblood of democracy. For students who wish to choose the Leaving Certificate Applied route, 
comparing two news stories from two different sources is a key assignment in English & Communications. 



47

As a history teacher responsible for literacy; apply the COPS acronym when students peer-assess writing 
samples, checking: Capitals, Omissions, Punctuation and Spelling. 

Teacher questioning, and classroom discussion have always been a feature of active and interactive lessons, 
but the new Junior Cycle’s stress on oral language has formalised the assessment of verbal skills in the 
classroom. Yet student voice is only as effective as the methodologies on which it’s based. Assessment and 
accountability is key to class discussion especially for assessing PLUs (C&L: A5, B2, E1, LC: A6, PW: E7). 
Dialogic teaching is great for warmers and plenaries while teachers take the roll, note homework assigned 
etc. A quick, preparation free warmer to assess students involves them standing up and taking turns in pairs 
to state one SRS in relation to a topic. Whoever cannot continue sits, while the winners remain standing and 
as the pairs reduce they replay. The seated students can continue doing this with other seated students. The 
last student standing is the winner. If you have weaker students with special needs who cannot participate (to 
differentiate and include them), ask them to note the names of the first five to sit down so you can monitor 
the other students who need help or to revise. This activity at the start of a class, takes about five minutes but 
allows student-student interaction and assessment for learning while the teacher turns on the computer and 
logs in, etc. Similarly, for the last minute of class, students assess what they have learnt by taking turns to 
assess each other verbally for one minute using a countdown timer projected on the whiteboard. The lesser 
able students listen firstly to the stronger ones, and so facilitates differentiation. 

Exit slips (or post-its) given to students to note the muddiest point of their learning can establish what points 
the students need clarified. A nicely wrapped tissue box can store these until the end of the scheme of work 
and be redistributed to student groups for assessment of revision. If a level 2 student writes their name on the 
slip, collects the slips and is photographed for assessment, they have completed C.&L. L.O. D14. 

Even for the technophobic teachers, ICT can help alleviate the biggest problems with assessment: correction 
and paperwork. Technology should help us work smarter, not increase paper-pushing and the invasive threat 
of late night weekend emails straight to our phones! But assigning videos to watch for homework can be 
often harder to assess than traditional written work and while giving a specific number of facts to note, or 
pre-assigned questions can focus viewing, some students will inevitably make excuses. Edmodo, operates 
like a private Facebook page for students, and parents, if invited. This is useful for assigning homework and 
revision videos, and work when a teacher is out if the school has an available computer room. It can also 
increase accountability as students can no longer claim they did not receive or comprehend the homework 
- the work has been posted and the student did not post a question on how to proceed. Edpuzzle works in 
a similar manner to Edmodo, in that you can monitor and ensure students can access content. Edpuzzle 
however, is effective because one can easily insert questions to be answered on a computer, into the video. 
Teachers can then see who has completed the work. www.dkfindout.com is useful  resource for all subjects, 
but their history section has great interactive visuals, contains a multitude of topics, and then students can 
take a quiz to assess their own learning and use that to revise. An easy way to monitor progress or monitor 
whether students are using the site, is to ask them to email a screenshot of their second attempt. If the 
students claim not to know how to screenshot, ask them to complete it on their phones, show you or Google 
the answer. To strengthen cross-curricular links, discuss email skills instruction with their technology 
teachers, and/or parents. This also fulfils several L.O.s for PLUs, namely the C&L element; using suitable 
technologies for a range of purposes (F1-F11).  

To assess how well students have understood and retained material, websites like Socrative and Kahoot are 
useful for testing short questions, pictures and keywords in history. My students enjoy Kahoot so much that 
it is an end of week treat or a nice introduction to the week. Simply set up a teacher account, and from there 
you can set multiple choice questions, or copy a pre-made test from another subject teacher. In Kahoot, 
if you search #htai2017 you will find quizzes which have been created and tested in junior cycle history 
classrooms, ready to go! All you need to do is press duplicate and you have a ready-made test. The great 
advantage of these websites is that, upon completion, the teacher is emailed an excel document of each 
student’s results. Socrative auto-issues a nice, detailed but importantly, the corrected report of the student 
test. Simply print the student report and note the result on an Excel document or in your teacher’s diary to 
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track progress. This works as assessment for learning too as it quickly becomes apparent which questions 
need further clarification and re-teaching. 

As history teachers we have also been explicitly responsible for literacy and numeracy in our classrooms for 
the past seven years, and Precision Teaching is a great way of incorporating both literacy and assessment 
into lessons. Precision Teaching, or precision assessment as it should be called, simply involves compiling a 
list of words that the students should be able to spell, explain and use. The JCSPs word lists would be great 
for this. Then in pairs or triads, students assess each other by asking them to spell (S), explain (E) and give 
an example (Ex) using the word. Student A and Student B test one another, and both learn the unknown 
words for homework. Glue is ideal for this – students glue the assessment sheet into the back of their copy. 
The rationale behind this methodology is that it is specific and tailored. The words list can be adapted for 
revision games at the end of a lesson/week/scheme/term in the form of Taboo, Articulate and/or Bingo. 
These can be differentiated so that the struggling students act as questioner/listener first while those doing 
the PLUs can be the questioner with a list of sample questions, and so too are working towards their learning 
goals (C&L: A2, A5, LC: A6; PW: A4; C3; C5; E4; E7; E8; E9). What I  like about this is that it ties into one 
of the most important elements of assessment for me as an educator, making assessing fun.

To conclude,  I have often come away from a professional development in-service filled with great ideas 
which tend to get lost in the ether of the execution. Therefore, I have created a Symbaloo page with the 
aforementioned links so that they are all in one place where they can be clicked on. If you found anything 
here useful, then copy and paste the web address onto the electronic copy of the scheme of work so that 
you can refer to it when needed. This year’s HTAI conference should be of immeasurable value to anyone 
teaching first year junior cycle history next year. Go n-éirí! 

Joan Morrissey 
St. Brigid's Secondary School, Killarney 

ICT tools and websites previously mentioned: 
www.snopes.com 
https://www.factcheck.org/ 
https://www.scoilnet.ie/ina/
www.zeitgeistmovie.com
https://www.allaboutexplorers.com/explorers/  
www.edmodo.com
https://edpuzzle.com
www.dkfindout.com
https://b.socrative.com/login/teacher/
https://create.kahoot.it/register/sign-up-options
https://create.kahoot.it/login, www.symbaloo.com

Assessment methodologies:

1. Level 2 Priority Learning Units (PLUs),  
2. Dialogic Teaching: Standing Oral Assessment 
    Pair-work Warmer, 
3. ‘COPS’ Literacy Peer Assessment, 
4. Exit Slips, 
5. Online MCQ Quizzes, 
6. Precision Teaching, 
7. Peer Assessment Revision Games: 
    Taboo, Articulate, Bingo

 

¹ Communication and Literacy: Speaking appropriately for a variety of purposes and demonstrating 
  attentiveness as a listener; A2- Ask questions to obtain information
² Communication and Literacy: Reading to obtain basic information: Find key information from different
  forms of writing 
³ Communication and Literacy: Reading to obtain basic information; use a range of reading strategies
4 Communication & Literacy: Using a range of writing forms to express an opinion: D1; Write/type notes
  and messages needed for simple tasks, e.g. address and envelope 


