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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to understand middle school teachers’ implementation of 

formative assessment (FA) practices.  The study used a transcendental phenomenological design 

to understand these practices, centering on the teachers’ lived experiences with the phenomenon 

of FA practices.  Four essential questions guided the research and concentrated on middle school 

teachers’ implementation of FA practices, perceptions about FA theory and its practices, the 

obstacles hindering implementation, and beneficial resources and professional learning 

experiences.  The study focused on the lone concept of FA practices and the shared lived 

experiences that shaped meaning for the participants, 17 middle school teachers as co-

researchers from four schools.  Data were collected through a screening protocol, semi-structured 

individual interviews, a focus group, and school- and district-generated site documents.  The data 

were collected, organized, analyzed, and interpreted based on Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental 

phenomenology model and a theoretical framework based on formative assessment theory (FAT) 

(Black & William, 1998a, 1998b; Bloom, 1968; Marzano, 2010; Sadler, 1989; Scriven, 1967), 

social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978), and experiential learning (Dewey, 1897).  Four 

themes were identified.  First, the study found that middle school teachers’ implementation of 

FA practices is evolving with new experiences and social-cultural interactions.  Second, teachers 

desire to know their students academically, socially, and emotionally through FA practices.  

Third, they need the development of common language and shared expectations for FA practices.  

Fourth, middle school teachers want leaders to collect their feedback and provide differentiated 

professional learning. 

Keywords: assessment of learning, assessment for learning, formative assessment, formative 

assessment practices, formative feedback.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Formative assessment practices are not a new addition to educational best practices 

adopted by middle school teachers.  Scriven (1967) first introduced them as evaluation tasks to 

improve student learning.  However, teachers’ perceptions and understandings of formative 

assessment practices are too often disconnected from the instruction enacted (Doubet, 2012; Frey 

& Schmitt, 2010).  This study explored the factors that influence middle school teachers’ 

implementation of these assessment practices.  This first chapter details the background for the 

problem, the situation to self for the researcher, the problem statement, and the purpose 

statement.  Following these sections, the chapter conveys the significance of the study, the four 

research questions, the research plan, the delimitations and limitations of the study, and 

definitions relevant to the study.  The chapter concludes with a summary. 

Background 

Research on formative assessment practices promotes the need to clarify existing 

instructional gaps between theory and practice.  Among the factors contributing to this chasm are 

the misconceptions among teachers and administrators alike (Bell, Leusner, & Sondergeld, 2010; 

Frey & Schmitt, 2010).  Furthermore, a key study conducted by Dorn (2010) identified various 

historical, cultural, organizational, and political obstacles that have prevented the instructional 

shift to FA practices.  Removing these obstacles benefits student growth and achievement by 

closing the gap between educational research and instructional practice and creates a level of 

professional accountability that emphasizes instructional improvement (Dorn, 2010; Doubet, 

2012). 
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The literature on formative assessment practices establishes a strong rationale for their 

use with all students, by focusing on the overall benefits of these teaching and learning practices, 

clarifying the purposes of assessment and the most effective types, and aligning assessment and 

instructional practices.  Studies by Ginsburg (2009), Morrissette (2011), and Volante and Beckett 

(2011) posited the importance of describing teachers’ current knowledge and understanding of 

formative assessment practices to drive instructional decisions and align theory and practice.  

Additional studies demonstrated specific classroom benefits with the implementation of 

formative assessments, such as prediction of success, mastery of learning outcomes, and 

increased reliability and validity of internal assessments (Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Tempelaar et 

al, 2012).  Additional research noted the use of formative assessment improves instructional 

strategies, increases differentiation, and informs flexible grouping techniques (Black & Wiliam, 

1998a, 1998b; Doubet, 2012; Frey & Schmitt, 2010).   

In addition, Dorn (2010), and Doubet (2012), found that the public, or non-educators, 

demonstrated a significant lack of understanding related to these issues, including classroom-

based decision-making, especially decisions centered on formative assessment practices.  An 

absence of individuals and groups committed to true assessment reform exists because an 

entrenched culture focused on little more than test preparation pervades the nation’s educational 

reform movement (Dorn, 2010; Doubet, 2012; Poe, 2012).  Ultimately, Dorn concluded schools 

that integrate formative assessment practices into their professional learning community are able 

to succeed in closing the gap between research and practice.  Further, teachers who received 

professional support during implementation of FA practices increase student growth and 

achievement among those they teach (Dorn, 2010; Poe, 2012).  Extricating obstacles, such as 

misguided educational reform initiatives and hyper-focused emphasis on high stakes testing, 
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paved the way for the creation of a deep level of professional accountability focused on 

instruction (Dorn, 2010; Doubet, 2012; Poe, 2012).  Therefore, this qualitative phenomenological 

study sought to understand how teachers perceive these obstacles and how professional support 

and learning influenced their overall implementation of FA practices. 

According to Creswell (2013), qualitative research grounds itself in the following 

framework: 

Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical 

frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem.  To study this problem, 

qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of 

data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and the data 

analysis that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes.  The final 

written report or presentation includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the 

researcher, a complex description, and interpretation of the problem, and its contribution 

to the literature or a call for change.  (p. 44) 

A transcendental phenomenological design (Moustakas, 1994) was used to describe in detail the 

meaning middle school teachers ascribe to their implementation of formative assessment 

practices in the natural setting of four middle schools.  The theoretical framework guiding this 

study included formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning.  

These theories connect via the social, collaborative nature of adult learners (Bailey & Jakicic, 

2012; Wiliam, 2011).  Careful analysis occurred to reveal patterns and themes and honor the 

voices of the middle school teachers.  The participants’ voices constructed a narrative that 
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contributed their perspectives to help close the gap between the alignment of instruction and 

practice regarding the phenomenon of formative assessment implementation.  

Situation to Self 

I currently serve as the Middle School Curriculum Director in a medium-sized semi-rural 

public school district.  In this role, I guide and facilitate the curriculum work of various middle 

school teams including principals, content area lead teachers, gifted teachers, and other support 

staff.  Further, I collaborate with the elementary and high school curriculum directors and other 

area directors to support, implement, and monitor district curriculum initiatives related to 

professional learning, new teacher induction, and other initiatives outlined in the district strategic 

plan.  I also represent the district at state and regional conferences and events.  I conduct and 

facilitate data analysis to improve academic achievement and plan collaboratively with the 

district’s curriculum support staff, known as the Teaching and Learning Team, to implement and 

support district curriculum goals. 

Previously, I served the school district as a Title I District Instructional Coach 

Coordinator.  I worked directly with middle school administrators, leadership teams, teachers, 

and other district curriculum personnel to support the targeted priorities of five middle schools 

for improving student academic achievement.  In that professional role, I provided various 

opportunities for teachers and others to participate in direct coaching to support the improvement 

of instruction through job-embedded professional learning, data analysis, collaborative planning, 

and mentoring.   

Specific philosophical assumptions led me to choose the phenomenon of middle school 

teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices.  First, ontological assumptions 

impact “the nature of reality and its characteristics” (Creswell, 2013, p. 20) and compel 
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researchers to report on and provide “evidence of multiple realities . . . in themes using the actual 

words of different individuals and presenting different perspectives” (p. 20).  In this study, 

multiple perspectives exist even within the same school culture related to the four guiding 

research questions.  Investigating these questions in the setting of four middle schools within one 

district requires identification of existing themes.  Second, epistemological assumptions refer to 

“what counts as knowledge and how knowledge claims are justified” (Creswell, 2013, p. 20) and 

lead the researcher “to get as close as possible to the participants being studied” (p. 20).  

Consequently, entering the research site and recording the teachers’ voices provided insight into 

their knowledge claims.  Identifying and describing teachers’ experiences and then using the 

learning from this work in my coaching role across the district further motivated me to conduct 

this study. 

In addition, Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism, a theory grounded in the concept 

that “just as a mold gives shape to a substance, words can shape an activity into a structure” (p. 

28) shaped this qualitative study.  As with students, adult learners benefit from interaction and 

collaboration with other adults.  This activity of interaction, which uses words as its tool, gives 

shape and constructs meaning from the participants’ shared experiences.  I gave care and 

attention to honoring teachers’ values and working with them as co-researchers to construct 

meaning from their responses to the research questions through interviews, analysis of site 

documents, and thematic coding.  

Problem Statement 

Research suggests a significant variance in middle school teachers’ understanding of the 

purposes of assessment and the types of assessments used in their classrooms (Ginsburg, 2009; 

Morrissette, 2011; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  This variance contributes to a gap in alignment 
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between the theoretical notion of assessment and enacted instructional practices.  Furthermore, 

teachers struggle with perceiving student comprehension accurately and struggle creating greater 

efficiency in instruction, increasing differentiation of instruction, and using grouping strategies 

flexibly (Doubet, 2012; Frey & Schmitt, 2010). 

If teachers were to implement formative assessments regularly, the benefits to education 

at-large begin with supporting the belief that all students can learn at high levels (Bell et al., 

2010).  Additionally, the epistemology that all students can learn counters other claims 

connecting poor achievement to a lack of ability (Bell et al., 2010).  Formative assessment 

practices reduce apathy among students (Bell et al., 2010), and when implemented with fidelity 

formative assessment practices have a positive effect on student achievement (Bell et al., 2010; 

Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Kurtz, Elliott, Wehby, & Smithson, 2010; Mehmood, Hussain, 

Khalid, & Azam, 2012; Poe, 2012).  According to the literature, understanding the factors that 

hinder teachers from implementing formative practices consistently must occur before designing 

specific strategies to increase the use of formative assessment practices.  In turn, these strategies 

require support and training through effective professional learning experiences (Bell et al., 

2010).  

Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to understand the factors 

that contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle 

school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  Formative assessment 

practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for 

learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about 

future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010). 
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Significance of the Study 

According to Dorn (2010), the United States lags behind other developed countries by 

several decades with regard to using formative assessment consistently.  The central reasons 

include historical, cultural, political, and even economic factors connected to our educational 

system (Dorn, 2010).  Additionally, teachers need a targeted professional learning initiative in 

order to clarify understandings, remove misconceptions, and provide the necessary support for 

implementation of effective formative assessment practices (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 

2010).  However, development of a clear description of current practice must occur before 

specific designs can be set in motion (Ginsburg, 2009; Morrissette, 2011; Volante & Beckett, 

2011).  Therefore, reformation of teaching practices across the nation must include effective 

implementation of formative assessment practices, so that teachers routinely assess what students 

know and are able to do and make instructional shifts to account for this knowledge.  

Understanding the need to transform instructional practices through continuous assessment for 

learning will benefit the local middle schools, other schools in the district, and education in 

general.  Finally, current reformation of teacher evaluation systems emphasizes formative 

assessment practices as key elements of the standards by which professionals’ effectiveness is 

evaluated.  Georgia Department of Education’s (GaDOE) Teacher Assessment on Performance 

Standards (TAPS) provides an example of the emphasis on formative assessments and their uses 

(see Appendix L for GaDOE TAPS Standards and Rubric).  This study may provide insight for 

the sustainability of movement away from state-mandated summative assessments and toward 

FA practices. 
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Research Questions 

According to Moustakas (1994), qualitative researchers who adopt a phenomenological 

design formulate their investigations with “a topic and question that have both social meaning 

and personal significance” (p. 104).  The overall design of the research questions seeks to reveal 

the essence of the phenomenon “through careful, comprehensive descriptions, vivid and accurate 

renderings of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105).  According to Creswell (2013), 

research questions in a qualitative study “are open-ended, evolving, and nondirectional,” (p. 138) 

and they “typically start with a words such as what or how rather than why in order to explore a 

central phenomenon” (p. 138).  Creswell (2013) further recommends qualitative researchers use 

no greater than seven questions.  

In this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study, the theoretical framework built 

from the inherent underpinnings of formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and 

experiential learning informed the development of all aspects of the research, including the 

research questions.  Social constructivism embraces a framework that requires the researcher and 

co-researchers to interact meaningfully and purposefully (Vygotsky, 1978).  These interactions 

occur most often through questioning, dialogue, and the reflective process.  Further, formative 

assessment theory and experiential learning interject crucial aspects of mutual dependency, 

collaborative interaction, reflection, an environment of continuous assessment for learning, and 

the partnership aspect of learning (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Gutek, 2011; Sadler, 1989).  

Consequently, the following research questions correspond with the guidelines delineated by 

Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013) and guided this transcendental phenomenological study 

to understand formative assessment practices among middle school teachers: 
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1. How do middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

describe their implementation of formative assessment practices? 

Teachers desire for their students to learn at the highest levels and work to employ the 

very best instructional methods to move learning forward.  However, implementing best 

practices does not guarantee teacher and student success.  According to Wiliam (2011), “Even 

the best teachers fail.  Talk to these teachers, and no matter how well the lesson went, they can 

always think of things . . . they will do differently next time” (p. 29).  This level of reflection 

often leads to adjustments in instruction, the central tenet of formative assessment theory 

(Wiliam, 2011).  The best teachers will consistently remain critical of their own practices 

because their internal target is set very high (Wiliam, 2011).  In this pattern of lesson design, 

instruction, reflection, lesson redesign, and more instruction, what becomes important is the 

formative assessment process “by which instruction might be improved” (Wiliam, 2011, p. 38).  

Therefore, teachers should have a clear, shared definition they can describe and understand.  As 

stated by Wiliam, formative assessment practices “should shape instruction—our formative 

experiences are those that have shaped our current selves—and so we need a definition that can 

accommodate all the ways in which assessment can shape instruction” (p. 40).  

Guba and Lincoln (1994) stated, “Knowledge accumulates only in a relative sense 

through the formation of ever more informed and sophisticated constructions via the 

hermeneutical/dialectical process, as varying constructions are brought into juxtaposition” (p. 

114).  The inherent nature of the social constructivist framework aligns itself with the need for 

the researcher and co-researchers to interact in such a dialectical process.  Further, formative 

assessment theory and experiential learning promote characteristics of mutual dependency, 

collaborative interaction, reflection, an environment of continuous assessment for learning, and 
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the partnership aspect of learning (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Gutek, 2011; Sadler, 1989).  This 

study’s data collection tools, including the screening protocol, individual interviews, and focus 

group interviews, reflect a substantial amalgamation of the aforementioned characteristics from 

formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning as they all 

necessitate the dialectic between researcher and co-researchers.  Guba and Lincoln (1994) 

argued, “One important mechanism for transfer of knowledge from one setting to another is the 

provision of vicarious experience” (p. 114).  This transfer occurs during these research 

interactions. 

2. What perceptions do middle school teachers have about how formative assessment 

theory and its practices influence their decisions to adjust instruction?  

Teachers make decisions every day that influence the content students learn and the 

context in which the learning occurs.  The process any teacher uses to reach instructional choices 

involves the teacher’s perception of what students need to learn and how they need to learn it.  

Moustakas (1994) stated, “Perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the source 

that cannot be doubted” (p. 52).  This knowledge, in essence, becomes the truth the teacher uses 

to make decisions to implement formative assessment practices to adjust instruction and, 

ultimately, to influence student achievement.  Further, Moustakas (1994) explained, “We 

experience the thing perceived as a one-sided ‘adumbration’ while at the same time 

apprehending and experiencing the thing as a whole object” (p. 53).  In essence, what the teacher 

perceives through experience imprints an image, a scaffolded framework of the phenomenon’s 

identity, on the teacher’s consciousness.  As the teacher engages in the process of reflection to 

make instructional determinations, “there are acts of memory relevant to [the] phenomenon that 

reawaken feelings and images and bring past meanings and qualities into the present” 
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(Moustakas, 1994, p. 53).  With this knowledge, the teacher’s power and influence to alter the 

path the learning, instruction, or assessments would have taken become paramount. 

3. What obstacles do middle school teachers describe as hindering their implementation 

of formative assessment practices? 

Every day, teachers must choose from a multitude of tools and strategies for instructional 

improvement from the latest technology or mobile application to the next best resource in 

reading comprehension to the finest assessment tool that promises high achievement on the state 

summative assessment.  While these tools may correlate to improvement in learning, Fisher and 

Frey (2014) posited they do not “equip [educators] with the information they need to figure out 

what to do in the next five minutes.  Only formative assessment practices can deliver timely data 

about what students understand” (Preface, vii).  Teachers rarely receive the opportunity to choose 

which initiatives to implement but rather find themselves juggling schedules and instructional 

time to satisfy the newest trend or fad, which hinders their ability to implement formative 

assessment effectively.  According to Fisher and Frey (2014), we as educators “have to pick and 

choose our initiatives wisely.  Similarly, when our selected initiatives are conceptually linked, 

we know that we are more likely to implement them and see their widespread use” (p. 8).  

Teachers unilaterally refuse to give up practices with which they are comfortable unless the new 

practice (i.e. formative assessment practices) connects and resonates with what teachers value 

and know to be true both personally and professionally. 

4. What additional resources and professional learning experiences would middle school 

teachers find beneficial to use formative assessment practices consistently? 

Teachers, like many other professionals, choose their career paths for a variety of 

reasons, including the desire to make a difference in the lives of their students.  Wiliam (2011) 
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reported, “The vast majority of teachers are trying everything they can to increase their students’ 

achievement” (p. 19).  While the desire to increase overall student achievement is admirable, 

Wiliam further noted the enormous absence of “evidence that there are teachers who are holding 

onto a secret proven method for teaching fractions until someone pays them more money” (p.19).  

If true, then what do teachers need to use formative assessment practices effectively?  Wiliam 

reported that all “teachers need professional development because the job of teaching is so 

difficult, so complex, that one lifetime is not enough to master it” (p. 29).  Some teachers express 

great confidence in their own abilities to move student learning significantly.  However, Wiliam 

asserted that “the only teachers who think they are successful are those who have low 

expectations of their students” (p. 29).  Most educators leave classrooms daily thinking their 

teaching failed demonstrating that the very “best teachers fail all the time because they have such 

high aspirations for what their students can achieve (generally much higher than the students 

themselves have)” (Wiliam, 2011, p. 29).  These teachers deserve to be immersed in a 

collaborative professional learning environment built on research “that shows a large impact on 

student achievement across different subjects, across different age groups, and across different 

countries, and that is the research on formative assessment” (Wiliam, 2011, p. 29). 

Research Plan 

This study embraced a qualitative phenomenological design, an approach that richly 

“describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or 

phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013).  Further, the phenomenological framework used builds on a 

synthesis of key aspects of Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology model, including 

epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and integration of textural and 

structural “meanings and essences of the phenomenon or experience being investigated” (p. 36).  
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After submitting an application and obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) of Liberty University, I conducted a brief pilot study to test the data collection tools and 

practice interview skills.  

As the first step to begin data collection, I sent the Screening Protocol Recruitment Letter 

(see Appendix C Screening Protocol Recruitment Letter) to all middle school academic teachers 

and then administered a self-developed screening protocol to teachers who consented.  I used 

data from the screening protocol to generate a purposeful sample of 17 middle school co-

researchers from four middle schools across a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  I 

collected and triangulated data through a screening protocol, semi-structured individual 

interviews with all co-researchers, one focus group of eight of the co-researchers, and through a 

variety of school- and district-generated site documents.  Using Moustakas’s (1994) approach to 

data analysis that includes epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and 

structural-textural synthesis, I coded and analyzed the qualitative data with the aid of the 

ATLAS.ti software.  I wrote a narrative of these findings to report and capture the lived 

experiences of the co-researchers. 

Delimitations 

In qualitative research, delimitations are characteristics of the study within the control of 

the researcher, such as choice of population to study and sampling procedures (Simon, 2011).  

These choices by the researcher set the parameters and limit the reach of the findings.  For this 

study, the purposeful sampling process delimits (Heritage & Chang, 2012).  Only middle school 

co-researchers in grades 6-8 from Whitaker Public Schools (pseudonym) who have experienced 

the phenomenon of formative assessment practices participated.  This transcendental 

phenomenological study’s data collection framework—a screening protocol, individual 
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interviews, a focus group, and site documents—supports the collaborative model of researcher 

and co-researcher inherent in the theoretical framework.  Further, middle schools in the school 

district foster a professional environment where collegial conversation permeates team meetings.  

Consequently, the use of purposeful sampling to identify co-researchers aligns with the purpose 

of the study. 

Definitions 

1. Assessment of Learning - This phrase refers to summative assessments.  Assessment 

methods are summative “if the assessment occurs after the learning is complete, and is 

used to give a grade or provide a final measure of student results” (Bailey & Jakicic, 

2012, p. 14).  Examples of summative assessments include but are not limited to mid-

term exams, final exams, end-of-course assessments, end-of-grade assessments, state-

mandated assessments, and other high-stakes assessments.  

2. Assessment for Learning - This phrase refers to formative assessments and distinguishes 

them from summative assessments in that formative assessments are assessments for 

learning and summative assessments are assessments of learning.  An assessment method 

is for learning “if the assessment occurs during the learning process, and the results will 

be used to help students continue to learn” (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012, p. 14).  Examples of 

formative assessments include but are not limited to questioning techniques, student 

response systems (digital), response cards, mini whiteboards, exit passes, student 

conferencing, and observation (Wiliam, 2011). 

3. Formative Assessment (FA) - Teachers intentionally implement formative assessments to 

determine what students know and are able to do during the instruction of the concept or 

skill.  Teachers design formative assessments “to give meaningful feedback to students 
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and teachers and to improve professional practice and student achievement” (Reeves, 

2009, p. 91).  In order for an activity, strategy, technique, or assessment to be formative, 

a minimum of three criteria must be met.  According to DuFour, Eaker, and Karhanek 

(2010), the first requirement is that “the assessment is used to identify students who are 

experiencing difficulty” (p. 63).  Further, DuFour et al. argued, “Those students are 

provided additional time and support to acquire the intended skill or concept, and . . . are 

given another opportunity to demonstrate that they’ve learned” (p. 63).  

4. Formative Assessment Practices - Formative assessment practices are generally defined 

as those assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning 

check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future 

instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).   

5. Formative Feedback - This communication process occurs during the formative 

assessment itself and focuses the teacher and student on the language-rich aspect of the 

teaching and learning process.  Formative feedback encompasses “information 

communicated to the learner that is intended to modify his or her thinking or behavior for 

the purpose of improving learning” (Shute, 2008, p. 154).  Feedback includes both 

written and verbal communication and transforms teaching and learning from one-way 

communication to an interaction or exchange between learners that shifts a measured 

accountability for learning into the hands of the student (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Fisher & 

Frey, 2014; Shute, 2008; Wiliam, 2011). 

Summary 

 Teaching and learning require purposeful planning, focusing on learning targets and 

outcomes, collaborating within professional learning communities, providing feedback, 
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reflecting, and assessing (both formative and summative) on the part of teacher and student alike 

(Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Fisher & Frey, 2014; Wiliam, 2011).  Research on middle school 

teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices must occur to close the gap between 

the theoretical tenets of formative assessment and the practical integration of these assessment 

practices into the fabric of teaching and learning models.  According to Black and Wiliam 

(1998b):  

When anyone is trying to learn, feedback about the effort has three elements: recognition 

of the desired goal, evidence about present position, and some understanding of a way to 

close the gap between the two.  All three must be understood to some degree by anyone 

before he or she can take action to improve learning.  (p. 143) 

Formative assessment, as assessment for learning, supplies the process whereby teachers and 

students enter a contractual understanding with one another to engage continuously in the 

process of evaluating what one knows against new learning.  In this context, the co-learners 

share a mutual accountability for the cognitive and social demands of learning and affirm the 

practiced application of the concept or skill.    
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

This literature review examines studies of formative assessment practices among middle 

school teachers and seeks to understand how these practices influence the teachers’ instructional 

decisions.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices 

used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process 

that informs teachers’ decisions about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 

2010).  This chapter begins with the study’s theoretical framework that includes formative 

assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning followed by findings from the 

literature.  Research suggested the use of formative assessment practices significantly benefits 

student learning and achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Kurz, Elliott, Wehby, & 

Smithson, 2010; Poe, 2012).  Consequently, this review of literature delineates significant areas 

of focus upon which the study’s transcendental phenomenological design builds. 

The overall findings from this study’s literature review inform the areas of focus in this 

chapter.  For example, a strong rationale existed in the literature for the use of FA practices 

(Ginsburg, 2009; Morrissette, 2011; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  Further, analysis of literature 

revealed teachers need a common shared understanding of FA practices (Morrissette, 2011; 

Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Poe, 2012) that teachers must then connect to their overall assessment 

practices (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Ginsburg, 2009; Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Volante & 

Beckett, 2011).  Also, several contributing factors to the instructional gap between FA theory 

and teacher practices emerged from the review, such as misconceptions among teachers and 

administrators and the public’s lack of understanding about classroom decisions (Bell et al., 

2010; Dorn, 2010; Frey & Schmitt, 2010; Prewett et al., 2012).  The review continues with 
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discussion on how FA practices benefit student subgroups, such as English learners and students 

with learning disabilities (Cummins, 2011; Howard, 2012; Kurz et al., 2010; Meyen & Greer, 

2010; Watkins & Lindahl, 2010).  Finally, the chapter concludes with findings that suggested 

required elements for successful implementation of formative assessment practices (Buck & 

Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009; Morrissette, 2011; Volante & Beckett, 2011) 

and an analysis of teacher resistance to change (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Shute, 

2008).   

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework guiding this study encompasses formative assessment theory 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b), social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978), and experiential 

learning (Dewey, 1897).  These theories intersect via the social, interactive, and collaborative 

nature of adult learners (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Wiliam, 2011).  Each theory offers insight into 

the thoughts, experiences, and practices of learners (those taught and those who teach) and 

informs the purpose and design of this study to understand the factors that contribute to teachers’ 

implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school teachers in a semi-rural 

northwest Georgia school district. 

Formative Assessment Theory 

 Formative assessment theory (FAT) originated as formative evaluation theory as used by 

Scriven (1967).  Situated at the ground floor of the theory’s development, this theory emphasizes 

that FA practices influence student learning when teachers implement them instructionally 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b).  As stated by Scriven, formative methods for evaluation 

replaced those used formerly: 
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In place of the older criteria and the dependent procedures we need new concepts of 

educational readiness, strengths on which to build, deficiencies to be attacked, and the 

like.  These new concepts must be based on the assumption of dynamic potential in all or 

almost all human beings.  The evaluation task is to describe or measure phases of this 

potential and difficulties to be surmounted that can help the individual and the 

educational institution in improving student learning.  (p. 16) 

Formative assessment theory affirms that teachers should regularly diagnose and assess student 

learning for mastery within the classroom (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012).  Further, teachers’ diagnosis 

and assessment of student learning must extend into the professional setting through collegial 

conversations and reflective learning experiences (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Buck & Trauth-Nare, 

2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009; Sadler, 1989).  As discussed by Bailey and Jakicic (2012), 

these conversations occur through professional learning communities (PLCs) where teachers 

purposefully “focus on the collective impact their professional practice has on student learning, 

and that impact is measured along the way by collecting and responding to meaningful data” (p. 

4).  Further, Bloom (1968) originally referred to learning for mastery when evaluating student 

progress.  Black and Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) conducted a meta-analysis that identified connected 

ideas from these studies as formative assessment theory. 

When practiced with fidelity, formative assessment practices have a positive effect on 

student achievement and typically contrast with summative assessment in purpose and placement 

in relationship to the delivery of instruction (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b).  Yet, even 

summative assessments (SA), in the context of formative assessment theory, can impact student 

learning more immediately.  As explained by Taras (2005), “Most SA for formal assessment 

purposes requires feedback, therefore the only real requirement in order to integrate formative 
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assessment into practice is to engage the learners with using this feedback for learning in future 

work” (p. 475).  This component of formative feedback then becomes instrumental in the 

application of formative assessment practices for students and teachers and helps teachers 

understand the cognitive demands required by formative assessment. 

Bailey and Jakicic (2012) contended that “frequent and specific feedback deepens the 

conversations around student learning” (pp. 87-88) among teachers.  Further, Bailey and Jakicic 

argued that “when students begin to make comparisons between their work and the indicators of 

quality, they are actually generating the feedback” (p 88).  In essence, students embrace 

ownership and accountability for their own learning and even for self-assessment of that 

learning.  Moreover, proponents of formative assessment theory view the connection between 

cognition and the social aspect of the learning environment as an interaction that “blends 

cognition and social interaction into a functional theoretical framework by situating individual 

cognitive development in a context of collective classroom activity” (Clark, 2010, p. 347).  As a 

result, the interplay between formative assessment theory and the tenets of cognitive theory and 

social constructivism enhance the overall validity of formative assessment theory (Clark, 2010). 

Therefore, advocates of formative assessment theory acknowledge the inherent value of 

the roles, collaborations, and interactions of all learners present during the knowledge acquisition 

and transformation process (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Clark, 2010).  In fact, more recent research 

by Black and Wiliam (2009) positions teachers and students in a closely symbiotic relationship 

by stating:  

Since the responsibility for learning rests with both the teacher and the learner, it is 

incumbent on each to do all they can to mitigate the impact of any failures of the other (in 
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the language of partnership law, teachers and learners are jointly and severally liable!).  

(p. 7) 

Achieving this level of sophistication in the learning process demands collaborative interaction 

on the part of both the teacher and the students.  Clark (2010) argued that “formative assessment 

is a process based on high-quality interactions between teacher/student and crucially between 

peers (the collaborative Zone of Proximal Development—ZPD) and not between a student and a 

software program” (p. 343).  Ultimately, emphasis on teacher-student interactions brings focused 

attention to the partnership aspect of learning seen through related theories, including social 

constructivism and experiential learning, and to the importance of the classroom environment 

required for these formative practices to thrive. 

 Classrooms where implementation of formative assessment practices occur with fidelity 

are characterized by continuous assessment for learning, shared decision-making processes, clear 

learning targets, and both student and teacher monitoring of learning outcomes.  Black and 

Wiliam (2009) argued that instructional practices are formative in classrooms when “evidence 

about student achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, or their peers, 

to make decisions about the next steps in instruction” (p. 9).  Non-educators and others who 

espouse traditional roles of teachers and students assume mistakenly that the interpretation of 

achievement, or mastery, rests solely with the teacher as the trained professional.  However, 

formative assessment theory affirms the belief that “students develop their pool of strategies by 

learning to revise and refine their own work in cooperation with the teacher, and by editing and 

helping other students to improve theirs” (Sadler, 1989, p. 140). 

Formative assessment relies on the establishment of clear learning targets developed in 

conjunction with classroom instructional standards and the processes used by teachers and 
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students to make informed decisions about the next steps in learning.  According to Sadler 

(1989), “to improve their performance, students need to know how they are progressing” (p. 142) 

in relationship to the set learning targets.  Traditionally, teachers discuss this knowledge and 

communicate it to students through graded assignments, summative feedback from tests, and 

formal report cards.  Formative assessment theory acknowledges the need to move from sole 

reliance on the teacher for progress monitoring to a mutual dependency.  Sadler suggested that 

“the transition from teacher-supplied feedback to learner self-monitoring is not something that 

comes about automatically” (p. 143).  On the contrary, Sadler delineated that “for an important 

class of learning outcomes, the instructional system must make explicit provision for students 

themselves to acquire evaluative expertise” (p. 143).  In other words, students need targeted 

instruction, instructional scaffolding, and explicit modeling to understand the processes needed 

to become self-evaluators, and teachers need training through professional learning for 

successful implementation of formative assessment practices (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Black & 

Wiliam, 2009; Clark, 2010; Sadler, 1989).  While formative assessment theory establishes the 

building blocks of this study’s theoretical framework, social constructivism intersects formative 

assessment theory and contributes to the validity of its claims.  

Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism 

Vygotsky’s (1962, 1978) social cognitive theory emphasizes the role of the learner 

immersed in an activity within a cultural context as opposed to a perspective of isolation.  Social 

constructivism originated from the fields of cognitive psychology and sociology.  The theory 

derives meaning from complex perspectives that develop through social interaction as opposed to 

a narrow view developed via the intellect of an individual working in isolation (Gutek, 2011; 

Miller, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978).  Further, collective views develop through social interactions in 
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the lived experiences of people where cultural and historical norms aid individuals in 

constructing meaning within an interactive setting (Gutek, 2011; Miller, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978).  

In addition, individuals’ personal background contributes to the construction of meaning.  

Therefore, the processes connected to these interactions become central agents of any perceived 

transformation (Vygotsky, 1978).  Whereas Piaget builds his constructivism on discovery 

learning (Piaget, 1970), Vygotsky’s model views cognitive development through the lens of 

collaboration and interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Gutek (2011) clarified the significance of the correlation between the views of Piaget and 

Vygotsky.  Gutek stated that “focusing on a child alone tends to encourage us to look for causes 

of behavior within the child rather than the culture” (p. 171).  Such a polarized view ignores the 

collaborative relationship between the learner and the sociocultural interactions.  Clark (2010) 

further noted the importance of connecting behaviorist and constructivist views and observed 

that sociocultural collaboration “facilitates meta-cognition by reinforcing the underlying 

principles of what was learned and closes the gap between the learner’s current status and the 

desired learning goal” (p. 348).  In these contexts, culture refers to a system of shared beliefs and 

values, knowledge and skills, relationships, customs, practices, symbols, social and physical 

settings, and even objects (Gutek, 2011, p. 172).  Therefore, Gutek associated enculturation, 

children's participation in various activities within the culture, with these sociocultural 

interactions and eliminated the distinction between whether the gains in learning were results of 

a behavior or a construct because these gains include both views (p. 172).  

Further, Vygotsky (1978) introduced the notion of ZPD and argued that “learning 

awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only when the 

child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with peers” (p. 86).  
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Promoters of ZPD often compare the zone to scaffolding, described by Miller (2011) “as a 

temporary framework [that] supports workers and materials involved in work on a building” (p. 

177).  With this analogy, Miller described scaffolding in a context where those instructing the 

child “structure the interaction and adjust their degree of support according to how much help the 

child needs” (p. 177).  Miller further explained that “the child actively constructs new knowledge 

and skills with the help of more skilled others” (p. 177).  As a result, educators sometimes think 

of the support or scaffolding provided to the child as limited to the human resources or human-

created resources, such as a remediation teacher, a computer program, or a graphic organizer.  

However, as delineated by Brookhart (2007), formative assessment practices operate as 

an assessment process for learning where “formative classroom assessment gives teachers 

information for instructional decisions and gives pupils information for improvement” (p. 43).  

Therefore, the instructional process of implementing formative assessment practices serves 

equally as a scaffold or support.  Clark (2010) emphasized the need “for practitioners, 

administrators and policy-makers [to] understand that formative assessment is a process based on 

high-quality interactions between teacher/student and crucially between peers (the collaborative 

zone of Proximal Development—ZPD) and not between a student and a software program” (p. 

343).  In this context, formative assessment functions as the gateway to enhanced learning for 

students.  As detailed by Clark, “in the formative assessment classroom, students are building 

their understanding of new concepts and working together to assess the quality of their own and 

their peers’ work against well-defined criteria” (p. 344).  Consequently, the environment and 

inferred conversation or dialogue within the learning environment (peer-to-peer, learner-to-

teacher, and teacher-to-learner) demonstrates a link to the social and collaborative learning 

trends inherent in Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivist model (Brookhart, 2007; Clark, 2010; Miller, 
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2011).  Viewed in this light, social constructivism aligns with the meta-cognitive demands of 

experiential learning highlighted by John Dewey (1897).  

Dewey’s Experiential Learning 

During John Dewey’s lifetime, the United States and the world changed drastically in 

terms of politics, economics, societal norms, and education (Gutek, 2011).  These events 

contributed greatly to the development of Dewey’s philosophical and educational theories.  

Consequently, Dewey (1987) viewed this constantly changing environment as the very catalyst 

responsible for “continually shaping the individual’s powers, saturating his consciousness, 

forming his habits, training his ideas, and arousing his feelings and emotions” (p. 77).  In fact, 

Gutek (2011) asserted that Dewey perceived change as “a process of interactions produced by 

the human connection to the natural and social environments” (p. 353), in such a manner that 

even growth itself occurred as “a process in which the child [or learner] interacted and responded 

to the environment” (p. 353).  These ideas of change and growth, especially in the context of 

participation within a community, formed the basis of Dewey’s experiential education theory 

(Gutek, 2011). 

While Dewey’s pragmatist philosophies espoused a number of appealing principles 

(reflection, collaboration, the unification of theory and practice, and community) for the 

contemporary educator, I see a significant flaw in Dewey’s philosophy with the absence of the 

spiritual connection.  As outlined by Gutek (2011), “Dewey, in developing his educational 

philosophy, emphasized the crucial importance of the collaborative group and of shared activities 

and experiences in creating social intelligence” (p. 345).  Essentially, this view recognized that 

experience is a great teacher, especially when the experience is integrated with interaction.  

Consequently, construction of truth derived from experience can be verified.  According to 
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Gutek, Dewey reconciled the dilemma between truth and experience and argued that “by acting 

on [an idea] and determining if the consequences of such action resolve the particular problem” 

(p. 358) a person could verify truth with experiential learning.  I view this explanation as the 

missing spiritual connection.  As stated in Genesis 1:27, “And God created man in his own 

image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them” (ASV).  Since 

God created us all in His image, our human experiences reflect truth in much the same way we 

reflect God’s image.  Human experience might cause us to construct meaning out of that 

interaction, but that meaning should verify what is inherent within the world God created (Gutek, 

2011). 

Dewey is criticized for the specific view that constructivism solely focuses on how an 

individual constructs his or her own truth based on the social and cultural interaction (Gutek, 

2011).  This view is opposed to a biblical worldview in that it negates the idea of absolute truth 

and specific truth, such as the Bible.  However, this critique fails to recognize that Dewey 

envisioned education and the school itself “as a miniature society that would be the catalyst for 

creating a new sense of community” (Gutek, 2011, p. 346).  Dewey (1897) expressed his 

thoughts on education’s failures in this statement: 

I believe that much of present education fails because it neglects this fundamental 

principle of the school as a form of community life.  It conceives the school as a place 

where certain information is to be given, where certain lessons are to be learned, or where 

certain habits are to be formed.  The value of these is conceived as lying largely in the 

remote future; the child must do these things for the sake of something else he is to do; 

they are mere preparation.  As a result they do not become a part of the life experience of 

the child and so are not truly educative. (p. 78) 
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Further, Dewey believed “a genuine sense of community arose through three stages: common 

sharing, communication, and community itself” (Gutek, 2011, p. 362).  Comparable to the 

theoretical underpinnings of formative assessment theory and social constructivism, Dewey’s 

experiential learning upheld that “collaborative group problem solving, planning, and 

implementation reduce the isolation of the individual from others and through mutual activities 

produce an enriched social intelligence” (Gutek, 2011, p. 362-363).  Therefore, this study 

focuses on the complimentary relationship between Vygotsky’s and Dewey’s theories, as well as 

the connection to social and collaborative learning trends represented in the literature about 

formative assessment practices. 

Related Literature 

 The related literature on formative assessment practices integrates various instructional 

models, practices, and beliefs from a wide range of research studies and texts.  Beginning with a 

grounded rationale for the use of FA practices, the literature review establishes the need for a 

shared common understanding among educators and the importance of connecting FA practices 

into the currently enacted overall assessment practices.  Further, the literature review emphasizes 

the significant gap in alignment between existing theories on FA practices and the practices in 

use by teachers, schools, and districts.  The review includes crucial discussion on the academic 

benefits to specified subgroups of students, primarily English learners and students with 

disabilities, and concludes with an overview of the components needed for successful 

implementation, along with the influence of teachers’ resistance to change. 

Rationale for Use of Formative Assessment Practices 

Research indicated a strong disconnect in middle school teachers’ understanding of the 

purposes and types of assessments used in their classrooms (Bell et al., 2010; Doubet, 2012).  
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Doubet (2012) identified that middle school teachers in one study “expressed comfort in asking 

students to repeat facts (Ks) and demonstrate skills (Ds) stressed during a lesson but admitted 

feeling less secure about crafting questions designed to tap into students' grasp of the lesson's 

driving understandings (Us)” (p. 33).  Some teachers felt comfortable with the lower Depth of 

Knowledge (DOK) questions, yet struggled with those questions focused on assessing higher 

degrees of understanding.  This variance contributed to a gap in alignment between assessment 

and instructional practices (Shute, 2008; Morrissette, 2011).  However, regular use of formative 

assessment practices increased teachers’ accuracy in diagnosing student comprehension, created 

greater instructional efficacy, expanded differentiation of curriculum, and generated more 

flexible grouping strategies (Doubet, 2012; Frey & Schmitt, 2010).  When teachers persisted in 

using formative assessments, students experienced the educational benefits (Black & Wiliam, 

1998a, 1998b).  Often, a significant intangible benefit formed among teachers, described as the 

foundational philosophy that all students can learn at high levels (Bell et al., 2010; Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Shute, 2008; Morrissette, 2011).  This epistemology countered claims 

that low achievement correlates to lack of ability (Kurz et al., 2010; Marzano, 2010), and 

believing that all students can learn decreased apathy among students (Watkins & Lindahl, 

2010).  Further, these practices increased student achievement (Bell et al., 2010; Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Mehmood et al., 2012).   

The literature on formative assessment practices established a strong rationale for their 

use with all students, focusing on the overall benefits of these teaching and learning practices, 

clarifying the purposes of assessment and the most effective types, and aligning assessment and 

instructional practices.  Several studies, such as those by Ginsburg (2009), Morrissette (2011), 

and Volante and Beckett (2011) posited the importance of describing teachers’ current 
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knowledge and understanding of formative assessment practices to drive instructional decisions 

and align theory and practice.  Further, Volante and Beckett noted that several reviews on 

formative assessment practices “supported the claim that the use of formative strategies such as 

questioning techniques, feedback without grades, self-assessment, peer assessment, and 

formative use of summative assessments can double the speed of student learning” (p. 240).  

Peterson and Siadat (2009) and Tempelaar et al. (2012) reported specific benefits when 

formative assessments occur routinely, such as prediction of success, mastery of learning 

outcomes, and increased reliability and validity of internal assessments.   

Doubet (2012) chronicled the experiences of a middle school staff faced with the 

challenges of implementing a district-wide initiative focusing on differentiation.  Teachers’ fears 

of labeling students, confusion with how to scaffold and challenge students, and the ever-present 

time-to-cover-the-standards issue sparked school leadership to shift toward using formative 

assessment to initiate the move toward differentiation.  Teachers already knew some aspects of 

formatives assessments, and their previous work with specific objectives using the KUD (know, 

understand, and do) model made strong, practical connections for the teachers.  Teachers 

responded positively to using formative assessments, and specific feedback fell into four 

categories.  The categories included improved accuracy in the perceptions of student 

comprehension, greater efficiency in instruction, increased differentiation of instruction and 

grouping, and enhanced comfort and ease with implementation.  Doubet (2012) specifically 

delineated the power and positive impact of teachers using formative assessments and provided 

strong empirical evidence in support of formative assessments. 

According to Bell et al. (2010), the obstacles to teachers’ full implementation of 

formative assessment practices require investigation to be understood fully.  Once the obstacles 
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are understood, educational leaders must design and implement targeted professional learning 

experiences “to help teachers learn about formative assessment . . . as student thinking becomes 

more visible and students increasingly take responsibility for their own learning” (Bell et al., 

2010, p. 83).   

Shift toward a Common Understanding of FA Practices 

One significant theme across the research related to formative assessment practices is the 

need to construct a shared working definition of what is meant by formative assessment.  

Morrissette (2011) examined teachers’ knowledge and understanding of the most commonly 

used formative assessment practices and developed a clear description of these practices among 

those in the study.  Morrissette found that teachers in the study developed a set of “shared 

practices [that were] viewed as conventions of the teachers’ culture, as practices of their 

professional group that enable them to engage in their day-to-day activities of supporting their 

students’ learning through formative assessment” (pp. 256-257).  These commonalities emerged 

within the context of those aspects of the instructional culture that teachers shared, accepted, and 

disputed (Morrissette, 2011).  Peterson and Siadat (2009) supported educators’ use of common 

vocabulary and encouraged a focus on the essential characteristics of authentic formative 

assessment.  Further, Peterson and Siadat conducted close investigation of the philosophical 

frameworks underpinning formative assessment and noted that Vygotsky (as cited in Peterson & 

Siadat, 2009) felt that “only competent instructors are able to assess their students’ Zone of 

Proximal Development, which he defines as the true range of knowledge, skills, and capabilities 

that a student possesses” (p. 94).  Peterson and Siadat also addressed the importance of 

purposeful adjustments to teaching as a required component of FA practices and suggested that 

“formative assessment is more beneficial to low-achieving students and students with learning 
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disabilities” (p. 94).  These students benefit most because FA practices are designed specifically 

to address gaps in students’ conceptual understandings (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; 

Marzano, 2010).  Research by Shute (2008) and Tempelaar et al. (2012) suggested that educators 

who desire to close their students’ achievement gaps must investigate the nature and structure of 

the formative feedback provided to their students, and teachers must reflect on how they 

interpreted the formative data to generate the feedback. 

Furthermore, Dorn (2010), Poe (2012), and Volante and Beckett (2011) reported the 

presence of significant progress in educators’ fidelity of implementation when teachers made 

formative assessment practices common practice.  According to Poe (2012), teachers, in every 

classroom within the study, “had a clear focus on learning what the students knew” (p. 23).  Poe 

found that understanding formative assessment practices created a dramatic shift that transitioned 

“educators from assuming [emphasis added] that learning is occurring in a classroom to proving 

[emphasis added] that learning has happened” (p. 23).  Intangible benefits included creation of a 

classroom and school climate where teachers valued certain aspects of formative assessments, 

such as questioning techniques, feedback without grades attached, student self-assessment, peer-

assessment, and using summative data in a formative manner (Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Volante 

& Beckett, 2011).  Studies further revealed the need to develop professional learning that 

involved teacher practice rather than a model with a top-down, mandated approach (Peterson & 

Siadat, 2009; Poe, 2012; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  Once implemented, this approach increased 

teachers’ use of formative assessments and produced strategic instructional uses of the data from 

these assessments (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009).  In turn, teachers 

benefited directly from knowing what students could and could not do proficiently because 

strategic interventions to address the gaps in mastery were implemented (Doubet, 2012; Foegen, 
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2008; Frey & Schmitt, 2010).  When teachers adjusted their instruction as a result of the 

assessment, then the assessment resulted in formative feedback for the students (Clark, 2010; 

Poe, 2012). 

Further, when teachers understood the degree to which each student had mastered a 

learning goal, teachers acted on this knowledge and “clearly plan to improve instruction the 

following day” (Poe, 2012, p. 23).  As explained by Poe (2012), instructional improvement 

developed through the perspective of FA practices because “formative assessment allows for 

constant readjustment in teaching methods” (p. 23).  In addition, formative assessment practices 

provided teachers with a platform for interventions (Graves, Brandon, Duesbery, McIntosh, & 

Pyle, 2011; Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 2011; Prewett et al., 2012).  The current emphasis on 

research-based interventions through the Response to Intervention (RTI) protocol challenges 

many teachers to juggle all the instructional demands and needs of their students.  Formative 

assessment practices offer teachers multiple pathways to diagnose learning gaps that may 

become achievement gaps without appropriate identification (Dorn, 2010; Volante & Beckett, 

2011).  Morrissette (2011) proposed a theoretical rationale for viewing formative assessment 

through the lens of the actor and his or her know-how in practice.  As described by Morrissette, 

this approach “does not adopt the position of an expert who has come to train practitioners, but 

instead that of a facilitator working to explicate practical knowledges” (p. 253).  Consequently, 

this provides unique insight into teachers’ views of educational practices and of other teachers in 

three areas—shared ways of doing, accepted ways of doing, and disputed ways of doing 

(Morrissette, 2011).   
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Connection to Overall Assessment Practices 

Another component of the research is the connection to the overall phenomenon of 

assessment practices.  Accordingly, many teachers do not monitor the frequency of formative 

assessments to assess students’ conceptual development (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Ginsburg, 

2009; Peterson & Siadat, 2009).  In fact, Faggella-Luby and Wardwell (2011), who observed at-

risk students in an urban middle school, found that “practices such as providing individual and 

corrective feedback, providing instructional models (via a think-aloud) when introducing a 

strategy, and using formative assessment to drive instruction were observed in fewer than 21% of 

instructional sessions” (p. 46).  As a result, students failed to demonstrate mastery of skills even 

after the multi-layered interventions used in the study, which “underscores the extraordinary 

need for an instructional framework that will close the achievement gap” (Faggella-Luby & 

Wardwell, 2011, p. 47).  Formative assessment practices provide the instructional framework to 

monitor student learning and enable teachers to develop instruction to address such gaps in 

achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b).   

Peterson and Siadat (2009) revealed that educators often misunderstand the intention of 

formative assessment practices and confuse them with summative assessments.  Peterson and 

Siadat (2009) offered that “the focus of summative evaluation [assessments] is on factual 

knowledge and the final outcomes only” (p. 93).  In contrast, Peterson and Siadat explained that 

“formative assessment involves systematic measurement of students’ progress in the classroom 

and provides timely feedback to both the students and the instructor in order to guide their 

learning and teaching strategies” (p. 93).  Clearly, educators need professional development in 

assessment practices, especially when assessments are used to adjust teaching and learning, 

which is central to the definition of FA practices (Dorn, 2010; Kurz et al., 2010).  Further, 
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teachers require professional learning to use formative data effectively, to know when FA 

practices function best, and to learn what to do with the results (Frey & Schmitt, 2010; Volante 

& Beckett, 2011).  Ultimately, authentic formative assessment succeeds when a philosophy is 

adopted that views the data collected as assessment for learning rather than assessment of 

learning (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010; Wiliam, 2011).  Teachers should, in turn, 

know the content expectations inherent in the standards, so that formative assessment can tell 

teachers whether the expectations were reached or not.  If not reached, then the teacher may have 

learned where instructional gaps exist and could adjust instruction accordingly (Marzano, 2010; 

Volante & Beckett, 2011; Wiliam, 2011). 

Contributing Factors to the Instructional Gap between Theory and Practice 

Bell et al. (2010) promoted the need to clarify the instructional gaps between theory and 

practice.  Among the factors contributing to this divide are the misconceptions among teachers 

and administrators alike (Bell et al. 2010; Frey & Schmitt, 2010; Prewett et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, a key study conducted by Dorn (2010) identified various historical, cultural, 

organizational, and political obstacles that have resisted the instructional shift to formative 

assessment practices.  Among these is the public’s lack of understanding related to classroom-

based decision-making, such as those centered on formative assessments, the absence of 

individuals and groups committed to true reform, and a national culture of test preparation.  

Ultimately, Dorn (2010) concluded that the gap between research and practice must and can be 

closed when schools adopt professional accountability that emphasizes classroom-based 

decision-making built on regular formative assessment.  It is important to remove the roadblocks 

to increased use of formative assessment to benefit student growth and achievement.  Extrication 

of these obstacles could pave the way for the creation of a deep level of professional 
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accountability that emphasizes instructional improvement (Dorn, 2010; Doubet, 2012; Poe, 

2012). 

Foegen (2008) and Graves et al. (2011) provided insight into other components of a solid 

middle school instructional model designed to improve teacher practice and student achievement.  

Components, such as progress monitoring and response to intervention, depended upon 

connections to formative assessment practices in middle school (Graves et al., 2011).  Foegen 

(2008) concluded that progress monitoring enhanced adjustments to teaching and learning made 

in the classroom when “the measures reflect changes in student performance that correspond to 

student learning” (p. 200).  Foegen reported mixed results where certain measures indicated 

promise for one grade level but not for another grade.  The study did analyze student 

performance—a key indicator in formative assessment.  Frequently, these studies focused on 

applying progress monitoring and interventions as a means of supplemental instruction to 

provide support for students who are at-risk.  Without formative assessment to diagnose where to 

begin with these students, the supplemental instruction lacked the power to target any specific 

instructional gap.  Formative assessment supplied the means through which teachers connected 

their learning from progress monitoring with the data needed to differentiate instruction, address 

interventions through RTI, and re-teach content using alternate methods and best practices 

(Graves et al., 2011; Foegen, 2008).  

Formative assessment practices and RTI share several unique characteristics, such as the 

use of student assessment data to inform instructional decisions and monitoring student progress 

toward mastery of specific learning targets (Graves et al., 2011; Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 

2011, Prewett et al., 2012).  In general, RTI frameworks include “high quality general education 

instruction, universal (school wide) screening, progress monitoring, data-based instructional 
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decision making, tiered levels of interventions, and fidelity of implementation” (Prewett et al., 

2012).  Heritage (2008) articulated that FA practices “provide feedback to teachers and students 

during the course of learning about the gap between students’ current and desired performance so 

that action can be taken to close the gap” (p. 2).  As noted by Faggella-Luby and Wardwell 

(2011), “RTI is typically delivered via three tiers of increasingly intense instruction with varied 

duration, time, and frequency of intervention” (p. 36).  RTI models address gaps in student 

mastery through a multi-tiered approach that provides Tier 1 instruction to all students (general 

education), Tier 2 instruction that differentiates supplemental instruction for struggling learners, 

and Tier 3 that supplies explicit instruction to meet individual student needs (Graves et al., 2011; 

Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 2011, Prewett et al., 2012). 

Complementing this model, Graves et al. (2011) concluded that “Tier 2 instruction, 

combined with evidence-based Tier 1 interventions, has a significant impact on students with and 

without learning disabilities” (p. 84).  The study recommended referral to special education for 

students who did not meet Tier 2 reading goals (Graves et al., 2011).  Researchers here neglected 

the importance of collaboration among middle school educators who administered the 

interventions (Graves et al., 2011; Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 2011; Prewett et al., 2012).  The 

study’s instructors were graduate students unknown to the participants, and the aforementioned 

instructors likely had insufficient time to build relationships with them or come to understand 

fully their abilities and needs.  In contrast, the students’ classroom teachers, especially when 

collaborating with a team of professionals, have extensive opportunities to assess the students’ 

performance formatively and adjust instruction to meet their needs (Peterson & Siadat, 2009; 

Shute, 2008).  In the end, such formative practices coupled with evidence-based interventions 
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could be strong components of a middle school instructional model (Graves et al., 2011; 

Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 2011; Prewett et al., 2012).    

Formative Assessment Practices for Student Subgroups 

 Formative assessment practices provide teachers with the diagnostic tools to make 

informed instructional decisions for all students (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Marzano, 

2010; Volante &Beckett, 2011).  Peterson and Siadat (2009) explained that formative assessment 

“allows for continuous readjustment of teaching and learning strategies leading to an 

improvement of student academic achievement” (p. 100).  While all students benefit from FA 

practices, every student does not enter the classroom with equal differences in proficiency 

toward grade-level standards.  Students begin at different places on the continuum of learning 

and grow at different rates of progress.  Some students achieve at high levels, and other students 

achieve at low levels.  Volante and Beckett (2011) concluded that “formative assessment reduces 

the achievement gap by helping low achievers the most” (p. 240).  Among students who often 

achieve at low levels are the student subgroups of English learners (ELs) and students with 

disabilities (SWDs).    

Benefits of formative assessment for English learners.  For student subgroups, such as 

English learners, feedback from formative assessments provides the opportunity to learn the 

mandated curriculum and achieve at levels comparable to native speakers (Faggella-Luby & 

Wardwell, 2011).  Among the tools available to educators, the Sheltered Instruction Observation 

Protocol (SIOP
®
) is a specific instructional model designed to address the needs of students with 

low socioeconomic status (SES), especially high populations of ELs (Klingner, Boardman, 

Eppolito, & Schonewise, 2012; Janzen, 2008).  The SIOP model relies on formative assessment 

practices because the model incorporates a strong emphasis in speaking, writing, reading, and 
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listening (SWRL).  These four language skills require continuous assessment done 

collaboratively (student-to-teacher and peer-to-peer), a high level of literacy engagement, the use 

of formative assessment strategies to make the input more comprehensible, and varied 

instructional practices that address the needs of all learners (Clara & Amy, 2011; Janzen, 2008).  

As instructional components, the FA practices embedded in the SIOP
®
 model enhance learning 

and achievement with ELs because of the emphasis placed upon moving students from where 

they are to where they need to be (Guccione, 2011).  The SIOP model connects to Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural approach and its ZPD in that they allow for interaction, which is central to 

formative assessment practices.  When done in a sociocultural environment that demonstrates an 

appreciation and validation of the students’ cultural backgrounds, students engage more readily 

in classroom practices and achieve at levels more comparable with native speakers (Cummins, 

2011; Howard, 2012). 

Cummins (2011) argued the United States educational system should implement 

formative assessment practices to gauge the “literacy achievement for both English learners (EL) 

and underachieving students generally” (p. 142).  Logically, Cummins noted that ELs need to 

access the academic language at the core of content areas in order to increase achievement.  This 

specific academic language “is found primarily in printed text rather than in everyday 

conversation” (Cummins, 2011, p. 142) and requires constant monitoring, a key component of 

formative assessment (Keeley, 2008).  Cummins concluded that teachers and others in education 

who desire to increase student achievement “should ensure that ELLs and low-income students 

have the same opportunities and incentives to engage actively with literacy as their more 

economically advantaged peers” (Cummins, 2011, p. 146).  Ultimately, routine formative 

assessment practices create classroom cultures where educators “are formatively assessing by 
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monitoring students’ changing conceptions and adapting their teaching and assessment 

techniques to match their students’ needs” (Keeley, 2008, p. 20). 

 Watkins and Lindahl (2010) suggested that formative assessment practices implemented 

by all content area educators offer the most beneficial gateway for allowing ELs appropriate 

reading instruction to increase literacy skills and overall reading achievement.  Citing current 

achievement discrepancies between native English speakers and ELs, as reported on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Watkins and Lindahl noted that the “gap between 

ELLs’ reading comprehension skills and those of their native English-speaking peers is 

especially evident when they read for information” (p. 23).  Watkins and Lindahl reported that a 

majority of reading done in content area classrooms requires high level literacy skills in 

informational reading.  Consequently, continuous monitoring through formative assessment to 

improve reading achievement within these content areas is paramount and “requires all 

educators, both mainstream content area teachers and English as a second language (ESL) 

specialists, in every state to assume responsibility for appropriately supporting the education of 

ELLs” (Watkins & Lindahl, 2010, p. 23).   

 Too often, educators misinterpret an EL’s absence of verbal expression for an inability to 

function cognitively in many content areas.  The implications of the arguments made by 

Cummins (2011) demonstrated the need for these traditionally low-achieving students to have 

“daily opportunities to listen to and discuss stories” (p. 145).  This listening and discussing 

process is reciprocal between teachers and students and demands use of formative assessment to 

monitor student progress toward mastery (Cummins, 2011).  Students benefit most when 

teachers implement these strategies from the students’ first entrance into the classroom because 

this practice allows for early development and formative monitoring of the literacy skills (i.e. 
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predicting, summarizing key elements, citing textual evidence, etc.) needed to function 

academically (Cummins, 2011; O’Day, 2009).  Moreover, teachers often avoid giving students 

opportunities in class to develop the academic language needed to improve verbal and written 

expression, such as think-pair-share, monitoring of student discussions, debates, and reflective 

writing (O’Day, 2009; Pease-Alvarez, Samway, & Cifka-Herrera, 2010).  These social 

interactions in an academic context are necessary for ELs and other low-achieving students to 

develop literacy proficiencies. 

Taboada, Kidd, and Tonks (2010) pointed out that formative assessment practices during 

literacy instruction “create the opportunity for students to pursue their interests and goals [which] 

contribute to . . . their engagement in literacy” (p. 47).  Howard (2012) supported this idea and 

asserted formative assessment practices help monitor the use of “meaningful literacy events 

[which are] important in second language learning and literacy acquisition” (p.115).  Teachers’ 

use of formative assessment practices provides a framework for diagnosing proficiency that does 

not define students “by what they lack (i.e., their limited English proficiency)” (Cummins, 2011, 

p. 145) but rather assists teachers to “enable students to showcase their intellectual, literary, 

artistic, and multilingual talents in ways that challenge the devaluation of their cultures and 

identities” (p. 145).  Use of formative assessment practices to monitor the classroom 

environment for ELs and low-achieving students promotes literacy achievement and mastery by 

increasing opportunities to engage in creative expression through writing, presenting, and 

collaborating with others (Cummins, 2011).   

Formative assessment practices during literacy instruction support ELs through 

collaboration, understanding, and personal reflection (Janzen, 2008; Klingner et al., 2012).  

During formative assessment, teachers facilitate collaboration with their students by promoting a 
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classroom environment that allows for appropriate relationship building (Cummins, 2011; 

Howard, 2012).  Doing so allows teachers direct access to students to determine the background 

knowledge ELs may already have related to specific content.  FA practices help teachers increase 

background knowledge intentionally.  Teachers should investigate this question during 

instructional planning in order to “discern which targeted strategies [formative assessments] to 

incorporate into their existing content area literacy instruction” (Watkins & Lindahl, 2010, p. 

26).  Furthermore, teachers must sincerely want to know and learn about the native cultures of 

their students.  An authentic desire to know students’ backgrounds helps teachers understand 

what ELs bring to the learning situation, such as “expectations of the school experience, age 

upon arrival in the United States, their parents’ educational and linguistic backgrounds, living 

situations, socioeconomic status, and resources available to them outside of school” (Watkins & 

Lindahl, 2010, p. 25).  Ultimately, teachers who have the expertise in working with ELs know 

that “instructional practices developed for monolingual, native English speakers do not address 

the language and literacy needs of [ELs]” (Pease-Alvarez et al., 2010, p. 327).  Therefore, 

differentiation must be applied to choice of the formative assessment practices used with ELs 

and other student subgroups (Doubet, 2012).    

Benefits of FA practices for students with high-incidence disabilities.  Meyen and 

Greer (2010) explained that “with the evolution of inclusion and an emphasis on access to the 

general education curriculum for students with high-incidence disabilities, the need for 

instructional solutions that benefit all learners is becoming more and more crucial” (p. 50).  

High-incidence disabilities include learning disabilities, speech and language disabilities, 

emotional disorders, and other health impairments (McLeskey, Landers, Williamson, & Hoppey, 

2012).  For students with disabilities (SWDs), formative assessment data allows teachers to 



55 

 

 


assess quickly student progress and then make appropriate, informed adjustments to instruction 

based on the collected assessment information (Meyen & Greer, 2010).  Such classroom 

practices align directly with the seminal description offered by Black and Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) 

that delineated formative assessment “as encompassing all those activities undertaken by 

teachers, and/or by their students, which provide information to be used as feedback to modify 

the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged” (p. 7).  Teachers of SWDs 

analyze and deconstruct standards in content area courses, dissect the inherent vocabulary, and 

design lessons and activities to activate learning and overall comprehension (Kurz et al., 2010; 

Marzano, 2010; Watkins & Lindahl, 2010).  Ultimately, teachers desire and believe all their 

students are capable of learning, and these teachers know formative assessment “provides the 

ongoing feedback and stimulus for deep thinking that a high-stakes test once or twice a year 

cannot provide in time to inform instruction and affect learning” (Keeley, 2008, p. x).  Dorn 

(2010) stated that for students with disabilities, “formative assessment is one of the most 

powerful tools available to guide classroom decisions” (p. 325). 

In order for formative assessment practices to function for students with disabilities with 

fidelity across content areas, alignment between key instructional factors must happen (Doubet, 

2012; Kurz et al., 2010; Marzano, 2010).  Kurz et al. (2010) suggested that:  

alignment between curriculum standards, instruction, and assessment facilitates 

communication about the content students are expected to learn and the content teachers 

are required to teach and represents a necessary condition for assessment results to yield 

valid inferences about what students know.  (pp. 131-132) 

For this subgroup of students, such alignment creates an instructional reality where what is 

taught and assessed formatively is “the enacted curriculum for students with disabilities who 
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participate in the same large-scale assessments as their general education peers” (Kurz et al., 

2010, p. 133).  When the door to the classroom closes and instruction begins, educational leaders 

must determine if “students in special education classes have the opportunity to learn the 

standards-based content for which they are held accountable on large-scale achievement tests” 

(Kurz et al., 2010, p. 133).  Formative assessment practices provide the vehicle for teachers to 

evaluate whether the students reach the appropriate level of proficiency and are ready to move 

ahead (Shute, 2008).   

Specific strategies within the formative assessment toolbox, such as formative feedback, 

defined “as information communicated to the learner that is intended to modify his or her 

thinking or behavior for the purpose of improving learning” (Shute, 2008, p. 154), include 

students as co-decision makers in the formative assessment continuum.  This environment of 

collaboration and self-reflection benefits students with disabilities because such practices 

establish a clear set of guidelines for the design and use of formative feedback (Shute, 2008).  

The process associated with formative feedback can then be modeled for students and can 

become an additional strategy as students and teachers work together to move learning forward.  

Specific types of formative feedback, such as the affirmation of student responses when accurate, 

the explanation of exemplar responses, and even hints, serve as avenues for teachers to 

differentiate for students with disabilities.  Shute (2008) indicated that, “a struggling student may 

require greater support and structure from a formative feedback message compared to a 

proficient student” (p. 154).  Additionally, formative feedback occurs more immediately during 

instruction as opposed to summative feedback that most often occurs in a summary format at the 

conclusion of the lesson or mini-lesson.  Shute acknowledged the need for additional research, 

especially as it related to affective or emotional aspects tied to feedback and learning outcomes.  
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However, teachers should make specific philosophical adjustments when implementing 

formative assessments to inform instruction and learning.  These adjustments include but are not 

limited to focusing the feedback on the work and not the student, focusing on cognitive elements 

of the how, what, and why of a task, and presenting the feedback in comprehensible chunks for 

the students.   

Required Elements for Successful Implementation of FA Practices 

Another significant finding present in the research involved targeting specific 

components needed for successful implementation of FA practices.  The components included 

professional learning for teachers, effective teacher preparation, and removal of educators’ 

resistance to change (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009; Morrissette, 

2011; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  Accordingly, middle school teachers implemented initiatives in 

the aforementioned areas with fidelity, which benefited all students by closing the gap for them 

in academic deficiencies (Kurz et al., 2010; Poe, 2012; Prewett et al., 2012). 

Concerning the first need, targeted professional learning experiences, collegial coaching 

observations and facilitated group discussions can provide a platform for middle school teachers 

to discuss their practices and perceptions related to formative assessment (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 

2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009).  During these discussions, teachers engage one another and 

share personal classroom experiences.  In addition, teachers’ voices give shape to professional 

learning experiences by increasing their own understanding, frequency of use, and consistent 

implementation of formative assessment practices (Sadler, 1989; Wiliam, 2011).  Moreover, 

these professional learning experiences address a variety of formal and informal strategies and 

foster a professional environment built upon teacher expertise, support for innovative practices, 

and classroom flexibility that allows for innovative thinking (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Shute, 
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2008).  Offering additional strategies to teachers through professional learning without 

intentionally guiding them to “focus on the processes necessary to transform teaching, learning, 

and the relationships within the classroom” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p. 479) fails to 

influence them to change their classroom culture with regard to formative assessment.  

Volante and Beckett (2011) emphasized that “it is imperative that researchers and teacher 

development providers gauge teachers’ assessment perceptions before implementing teacher 

education reforms or professional development programs targeted at in-service teachers” (p. 

241).  From this perspective, Volante and Beckett analyzed interviews of 20 teachers—eight 

males and 12 females—from two school districts in Canada to determine teachers’ overall 

knowledge about formative assessment strategies, the degree to which formative assessments are 

used in classrooms, and the main factors that contribute to the gap between theory and practice.  

A unique finding of their study indicated that no specific pattern emerged among the participants 

correlated to a lack of understanding, expertise, difficulty, or frustration with using formative 

assessments.  The teachers who struggled with consistent implementation did not have similar 

professional learning experiences, come from the same institutions, or teach the same grade level 

or content area.  Teachers valued certain aspects of formative assessments, such as questioning 

techniques, feedback without grades attached, student self-assessment, peer-assessment, using 

summative data in a formative manner, and professional development.  Ultimately, the study 

concluded that the majority of educators struggle to implement formative assessment practices 

with fidelity.  This conclusion highlighted the need for professional learning that involves 

teacher practice of FA rather than a top-down, mandated approach to increase teachers’ use of 

formative assessment practices.  
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Dorn (2010) asserted that formative assessment does, in fact, appeal “to those who like to 

see teachers as professionals and intellectuals because decision-making can lie in the hands of 

skilled teachers” (p. 327).  Consequently, teacher preparation remains crucial for successful 

implementation of formative assessment practices.  Three essential areas of teacher preparation 

identified from the work of Buck and Trauth-Nare (2009), Morrissette (2011), Peterson and 

Siadat (2009), and Tempelaar et al. (2012).  These components must be present to enable 

teachers to incorporate FA practices into their routine instructional strategies.  First, all teachers 

require solid grounding in the implied understandings of students’ conceptual development 

(Buck & Truth-Nare, 2009).  Second, teachers must learn to maintain an instructional pace that 

presents all content standards to be addressed with depth of knowledge (Morrissette, 2011; 

Peterson & Siadat, 2009).  Third, teachers must transmit to their students a clear understanding 

of the purpose and process of assessment practices (Tempelaar et al., 2012).  Effective teacher 

preparation resulted in increased use of student-centered learning activities and more consistent 

feedback to students concerning their mastery of tangible learning outcomes, especially when 

accessing content of a highly conceptual nature (Morrissette, 2011; Peterson & Siadat, 2009; 

Tempelaar et al., 2012).  Reaching this level of teacher preparation with formative assessment 

practices demands the ability to overcome implementation obstacles.  Successful integration of 

FA practices into teachers’ instructional pedagogies places control for what happens in the 

classroom in the hands of the experts—the teachers (Buck & Truth Nare, 2009; Morrissette, 

2011; Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Tempelaar et al., 2012).   

Teacher Resistance to Change 

Buck and Trauth-Nare (2009) and Dorn (2010) argued that many educators are, in 

general, resistant to change, and this resistance must diminish for successful implementation of 
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formative assessment practices to occur.  Too often, teachers develop emotional ties to the 

practices they have used for years and struggle to let go of the philosophical underpinnings 

associated with them (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Shute, 2008).  Much like their 

students, teachers benefit when provided formative feedback, defined “as information 

communicated to the learner that is intended to modify his or her thinking or behavior for the 

purpose of improving learning” (Shute, 2008, p. 154).  In addition, teachers need specific 

philosophical adjustments to increase their use of formative assessments designed to inform 

instruction and learning (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Shute, 2008). 

Current trends in educational reform include additional layers of teacher accountability 

for the achievement levels of their students.  This hyper-accountability influences many teachers 

to embrace practices that “overemphasize summative assessment and consider formative 

assessment an unnecessary addition to their workload” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p. 477).  

Teachers choose not to fight the test-preparation bureaucracy that attaches accountability 

measures to educators’ performance evaluations and instead have become entrenched in 

instructional practices featuring primarily whole group instruction, student questioning at the 

recall level, and superficial attention to student misconceptions (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009; 

Dorn, 2010; Shute, 2008).  However, when provided an atmosphere that is both collaborative and 

supportive, teachers who have been given time to reflect on their instructional practices and 

beliefs “more readily reevaluate learning goals, adjust their pedagogy, and provide specific 

guidance to students” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p. 478).  These same teachers embrace 

formative practices and are able “to implement high quality assessments and use assessment 

outcomes effectively” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p. 478) and become the educational 

reformers in their own classrooms and schools.  In this context, formative assessment becomes 
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the agent of change in that it “uses the existing structure of the classroom teacher and the 

curriculum rather than fighting against the existing structures” (Dorn, 2010, p. 326).   

Summary 

For the benefit of all students, knowing how teachers adjust instruction daily, weekly, or 

by unit of instruction is instrumental for differentiation to occur, as this is key to closing the 

widening achievement gap among students.  If teachers do not know how their students perform 

across various instructional levels—below, at, or above grade level—then how can the teachers 

ever hope to address the academic needs of their students whether the students are governed by 

an Individualized Education Program (IEP) or not, are identified as gifted and talented, or have 

average achievement.  Formative assessment places decision-making power and appropriate 

tools in the hands of the teachers to discover a student’s level of understanding and to design 

beneficial strategies and supports that move all students forward. 

Ultimately, the literature suggested formative assessment practices should increase in 

middle school classrooms to benefit every student, regardless of their level of mastery.  Faggella-

Luby & Wardwell (2011) reported that teachers in their study only displayed such practices “in 

fewer than 21% of instructional sessions” (p. 46).  Consequently, how can teachers expect to 

know if students are prepared for state-mandated assessments if these teachers do not know 

students’ level of curricular comprehension when leaving their classrooms on a daily basis?  

Furthermore, as suggested by Meyen & Greer (2010), “If students are not ready for middle 

school, they are disadvantaged when they encounter high-level . . . concepts” (p. 60) at future 

instructional levels. 

Finally, perhaps the most significant finding from this literature review is that educators 

must have a strong professional learning component if formative assessment practices are to be 
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implemented with fidelity.  As noted in Prewett et al. (2012), a study on RTI in middle schools, 

one highly recommended model would be a component-by-component implementation of a 

formative assessment initiative in order to accommodate the great need for support of teachers 

and administrators (p. 146).  Such an approach fits the framework of many middle schools, and 

the slower, more step-by-step approach seems logical if the ultimate intended outcome is 

instructional transformation and increased student achievement. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

 The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to understand the factors 

that contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle 

school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  This chapter begins with 

discussion of the study’s research design followed by the four research questions.  The chapter 

continues by describing the setting, the participants for the study, the research procedures, and 

the researcher’s role.  Further, data collection tools are outlined, which include a self-developed 

screening protocol, individual interviews of 17 co-researchers, one focus group with eight of the 

co-researchers, and a variety of site documents, including teacher-designed lesson plans and 

district- and state-generated site documents (i.e. non-negotiable practices, handouts, presentation 

slides, and resources from training modules).  The chapter then explains data analysis methods, 

which follow key aspects of Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology model, 

including epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and integration of the 

textural and structural “in order to arrive at a textural-structural synthesis of meanings and 

essences of the phenomenon or experience being investigated” (p. 36).  The chapter concludes 

with detailed discussions of the elements of trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and a chapter 

summary. 

Design  

The approach used in this study’s design aligns with transcendental phenomenology, 

described by Moustakas (1994) as “the first method of knowledge because it begins with ‘things 

themselves’” (p. 41).  Further, Moustakas (1994) explained that this process of human science 

research: 
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attempts to eliminate everything that represents a prejudgment, setting aside 

presuppositions, and reaching a transcendental state of freshness and openness, a 

readiness to see in an unfettered way, not threatened by the customs, beliefs, and 

prejudices of normal science, by the habits of the natural world or by knowledge based on 

unreflected everyday experience.  (p. 41) 

Moustakas (1994) acclaimed the work of German philosopher Edmund Husserl, “who stood 

alone, a determined self-presence, pioneering new realms in philosophy and science [and] 

developed a philosophic system rooted in subjective openness” (p. 25) known today as 

transcendental phenomenology.  The openness promoted here drives the use of interviews as a 

primary data collection tool for this study and illuminates the path for patterns and themes to 

emerge during the data analysis phase.  In addition, the social nature of researcher and co-

researchers within the interview interaction provides for what Schutz (1967) referred to as 

simultaneity (p. 106).  Schutz (1967) stated:  

Whereas I can observe my own lived experiences only after they are over and done with, 

I can observe yours as they actually take place.  This in turn implies that you and I are in 

a specific sense “simultaneous,” that we “co-exist,” that our respective streams of 

consciousness intersect.  (p. 102) 

Consequently, I identified potential elements of the co-researchers’ perceptions of the 

phenomenon during the data collection interaction.  In other words, my interactive experience 

with the co-researchers led to greater understanding of the lived experience with the 

phenomenon. 

 In addition, I engaged in the process of epoche (Moustakas, 1994) to avoid obfuscation of 

the conscious intersection, as described by Schutz (1967), between my perceptions and 
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experiences with FA practices and those of the study’s co-researchers.  According to Moustakas 

(1994), the transcendental phenomenological approach requires that the researcher must “engage 

in disciplined and systematic efforts to set aside prejudgments regarding the phenomenon being 

investigated” (p. 22).  Therefore, I engaged in epoche intentionally “to launch the study as far as 

possible free of preconceptions, beliefs, and knowledge of the phenomenon from prior 

experiences and professional studies” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 22).  I began the process by 

reflecting on my own experiences with FA practices and writing down my thoughts in a 

reflective journal (see Appendix K for Sample Reflective Journal Entries).  The instructional 

coach in each middle school introduced my experiences with FA practices to the potential 

participants prior to any data collection.  The coaches included my reflections when they 

introduced the participants to the voluntary nature, confidentiality, and responsibilities for the 

study using a script (see Appendix B for Script for Introduction of Study to Participants).  I 

continued using the reflective journal throughout the study to separate my thoughts and 

experiences from those of the co-researchers. 

While Moustakas (1994) acknowledged use of the term phenomenology “as early as 1765 

in philosophy,” (p. 26) he credited German philosopher Hegel with construction of “a well-

defined technical meaning [where] phenomenology referred to knowledge as it appears to 

consciousness, the science of describing what one perceives, senses, and knows in one’s 

immediate awareness and experience” (p. 26).  However, Moustakas (1994) further argued that 

the work of French philosopher and mathematician Descartes influenced the work of Husserl 

more than Hegel’s work did (p. 26).  Specifically, Moustakas (1994) affirmed, “Both 

philosophers [Descartes and Husserl] recognized the crucial value of returning to the self to 

discover the nature and meaning of things as they appear in their essence” (p. 26).  
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Transcendental phenomenological design creates the atmosphere needed for the identification of 

the essence of the phenomenon born out of the social interaction between researcher and co-

researchers.  This sense of the experience “is a rational path—knowledge that emerges from a 

transcendental or pure ego, a person who is open to see what is, just as it is, and to explicate what 

is in its own terms” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 41). 

A transcendental phenomenological design was valid for studying middle school 

teachers’ use of formative assessment practices for several reasons.  First, phenomenology in 

general focuses on one lone concept or phenomenon.  Moreover, middle school teachers share 

lived experiences that shape meaning for them, another characteristic of phenomenology. 

However, researchers in transcendental phenomenology must “develop a method for 

understanding the objects that appear before [them]” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 47).  This 

methodology demands, “a return to the self and employment of a self-reflective process that 

enables the researcher increasingly to know herself or himself within the experience being 

investigated” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 47).  Further, Moustakas (1994) argued that in transcendental 

phenomenology, “The investigator abstains from making suppositions, focuses on a specific 

topic freshly and naively, constructs a question or problem to guide the study, and derives 

findings that will provide the basis for further research and reflection” (p. 47).   

In this transcendental phenomenological study, I collected data through a screening 

protocol, individual interviews of the 17 co-researchers, one focus group with eight of the co-

researchers, and the collection of multiple site documents.  Building on the work of Husserl, 

Moustakas (1994) explained transcendental phenomenology “emphasizes subjectivity and 

discovery of the essences of experience and provides a systematic and disciplined methodology 

for derivation of knowledge” (p. 45).  The collection process used in this study for constructing 
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knowledge alongside the co-researchers provided the middle school teachers a platform to share 

their lived experiences and perceptions related to the phenomenon of formative assessment 

practices.  Using this model, I sought to understand the phenomenon of formative assessment 

practices “by reference to the things and facts themselves, as these are given in actual experience 

and intuition” (Husserl, 1975, p. 6).  Further, philosophical assumptions play a significant role.  

With interviewing used as a primary data collection tool, complete disclosure of these 

assumptions must occur as the study proceeds.  Additionally, the heavily structured organization 

is appealing because transcendental phenomenology “provides a logical, systematic, and 

coherent resource for carrying out the analysis and synthesis needed to arrive at essential 

descriptions of experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 47).  Finally, this methodology gives the 

teachers a voice and a vehicle for shaping their own professional learning experiences to improve 

understanding of formative assessment practices and implement them with greater consistency in 

their classrooms (Sadler, 1989; Wiliam, 2011). 

Research Questions 

Moustakas (1994) posited that the transcendental phenomenological approach “emerged 

out of a discontent with . . . science that failed to take into account the experiencing person and 

the connections between human consciousness and the objects that exist in the material world” 

(p. 43).  This connection between the experience and the person’s perception of the experience 

contribute to phenomenology’s emphasis on the idea and essence of a phenomenon where “there 

is no denial of the world of nature, the so-called real world” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 46).  In this 

context, the researcher formulates questions to guide more accurately the process of 

understanding the co-researchers’ experience with the phenomenon.  Therefore, the researcher is 

not isolated from the study itself but rather has “an intense interest in a particular problem or 
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topic” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104) and generates the research questions through a development 

process motivated by the researcher’s own “excitement and curiosity” (p. 104).  Qualitative 

phenomenological research questions are designed “to reveal more fully the essences and 

meanings of human experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105) surrounding the phenomenon and do 

not attempt “to predict or to determine causal relationships” (p. 105).  The emphasis is not on 

“measurements, ratings, or scores” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105).  Further, Moustakas (1994) 

asserted the research problem, or phenomenon, comes into greater focus through the researcher’s 

personal history (p. 104), a variable highly controlled in quantitative studies.  In addition, the 

researcher incorporates data collection tools whereby the co-researchers construct “a full 

description of his or her conscious experience.  This is called a textural description and includes 

thoughts, feelings, examples, ideas, [and] situations that portray what compromises an 

experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 47).   

In this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study, I based the theoretical 

framework on the three theories of formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and 

experiential learning.  I used these theories to inform the development of all aspects of the 

research, including the research questions.  The social constructivist framework establishes the 

need for the researcher and co-researchers to interact through questioning, dialogue, and the 

reflective process.  Further, formative assessment theory and experiential learning feature the 

critical characteristics of mutual dependency, collaborative interaction, reflection, an 

environment of continuous assessment for learning, and the partnership aspect of learning (Black 

& Wiliam, 2009; Gutek, 2011; Sadler, 1989).  Consequently, the following research questions 

guided this transcendental phenomenological study to understand formative assessment practices 

among middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district:  
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1. How do middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

describe their implementation of formative assessment practices? 

2. What perceptions do middle school teachers have about how formative assessment 

theory and its practices influence their decisions to adjust instruction? 

3. What obstacles do middle school teachers describe as hindering their implementation 

of formative assessment practices?  

4. What additional resources and professional learning experiences would middle school 

teachers find beneficial to use formative assessment practices consistently? 

Setting 

The research setting was Whitaker Public Schools, a pseudonym for location of the 

school district participating in the study.  The setting included four middle schools from this 

semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  Enrollment data supplied by GaDOE for 2015 

indicated a total enrollment in the school district of 13,410 students in grades K-12.  Of those, 

the district reported 3,020 as middle school students.  The district reports its percentage of 

students identified as Economically Disadvantaged (ED) at 71.83%.  Further, the region reflects 

one of the highest unemployment rates in the nation, as reported by Severson (2012) in the NY 

Times.  However, a local option education sales tax passed during the summer of 2012, as well as 

an increase to the millage rate or property tax rate to support educational initiatives.  Five middle 

schools are in the district with 166 teachers.  Certification information supplied by the Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission (GaPSC) for 2014 indicates experience in years for these 

teachers range from less than three (10.04%) to between three and 20 (68.96%) to more than 20 

(21.00%).  Educational levels range from bachelor’s degree (25.85%) to master’s degree 

(38.71%) to specialist degree (33.81%) to doctoral degree (1.63%). 
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Participants  

Transcendental phenomenological studies commonly refer to those who participate as co-

researchers (Moustakas, 1994), a term first identified by Fraelich (1989) and described as “a 

research participant on equal footing with me” (p. 68).  According to Fraelich, establishing this 

role between researcher and co-researcher created an interaction where “each participant would 

be able to bring a rich set of experiences into the interview” (p. 68).  Further, Fraelich (1989) 

stated, “Each participant was encouraged to join with me as a truthful seeker of knowledge and 

understanding with regard to the phenomenon” (p. 68).  A total of 17 co-researchers from four 

different schools participated in this study.  The sample included six co-researchers from 

Applegate Middle School (pseudonym), two from Brighthouse Middle School (pseudonym), four 

from Capstone Middle School (pseudonym), and five from Dartmouth Middle School 

(pseudonym).  In addition, the sample included co-researchers representing all grade levels 

(grades six, seven, and eight) and all four core content areas across the district.  Most core 

teachers instruct students in either humanities (language arts and social studies) or math/science.  

Consequently, purposeful sampling aided the selection of teachers representing all core areas, 

grade levels, and schools.  Patton (1990) stated, “The logic and power of purposeful sampling 

lies in selecting information-rich cases for study” (p. 169).  Further, Patton posited, “In depth 

information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central 

importance to the purpose of the research, thus the term purposeful sampling” (p. 169). 

I asked all middle school teachers who teach academic content (English/language arts, 

mathematics, science, or social studies) from five schools at the research site to complete a self-

developed screening protocol (see Appendix D for Screening Protocol for Potential Co-

researchers) to identify the extent to which they were using the phenomenon—formative 
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assessment practices.  I analyzed the screening protocol to identify potential co-researchers for 

this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study.  Potential co-researchers provided 

demographic information at the beginning of the screening protocol and provided beginning 

statements for horizonalization, the listing of “every expression relevant to the experience” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 120).  I used the instructional coach in each middle school as the point of 

contact or liaison for the study as these individuals have routine contact with the co-researchers.  

The instructional coaches did not respond to the screening protocol, or become participants in the 

study.  

I selected a range of teachers who reported high use of FA practices and those who 

reported a low use of FA practices from analysis of the screening protocol.  According to 

Creswell (2013), qualitative studies often use specific criteria in choosing participants because 

this method “increases the likelihood that the findings will reflect differences or different 

perspectives” (p. 157) related to the phenomenon.  In addition, the screening protocol aided me 

in selecting participants with diversity in characteristics, including years in the district, total 

years of teaching experience, years of middle school teaching experience, years at current grade 

level, years in current content area, and gender.  Applying this criteria to achieve maximum 

variation, “identifying diverse characteristics or criteria for constructing the sample” (Patton, 

1990, p.172), I used the information from the screening protocol to select co-researchers from 

four of the middle schools at the research site, conducted individual interviews with the co-

researchers, facilitated a focus group interview with eight co-researchers, and reviewed site 

documents.  No participants were selected from the fifth middle school.  Although several 

teachers from that school contacted me and inquired about time commitments and the research 

process, those teachers declined prior to completing the screening protocol.   
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Procedures 

Before conducting any research in the field, I completed the application to seek approval 

from Liberty University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).  I included with the IRB application 

a letter from Whitaker Public Schools written on school system letterhead that granted 

permission to conduct this study in the middle schools.  Once IRB approved the application, I 

replaced the school district permission letter with the IRB approval letter (see Appendix A for 

IRB Approval Letter).   

I obtained written permission to conduct the research study from each of the five middle 

school principals documented on school-specific letterhead.  This permission referenced the 

specific site documents I planned to review, including teacher lesson plans and blank teacher-

made formative assessments.  Working with the principal, I requested that each building-level 

instructional coach serve as the site coordinator, or liaison, for the study.  In this district, the 

instructional coaches regularly meet with academic teachers in the core content areas, as well as 

others, to deconstruct standards, design engaging lessons, review instructional strategies, and 

conduct professional learning experiences.  Consequently, the instructional coaches possess a 

unique relationship with the grade-level teacher teams throughout the schools.  Their 

professional roles position them to coordinate effectively with me and on my behalf. 

I enlisted three experts in the field who hold doctoral degrees and have knowledge of 

formative assessment practices to review the screening protocol, the interview questions, and the 

focus group questions to ensure reliability and content validity.  Two hold Doctor of Education 

degrees, and the third expert has a Doctor of Philosophy degree in education with an emphasis in 

early childhood development and reading.  Two work as university faculty, one as a department 

chair and one as a director of graduate studies.  The third retired recently from a long-time 
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position as university faculty working in the area of faculty development.  Their expert review of 

the data collection tools ensured the questions would collect the information desired and checked 

that phrasing, word choice, and clarity of meaning related to the phenomenon meet content 

validity.  The expert feedback guided me to reduce the number and focus of the questions to a 

purposeful set. 

After approval from the IRB and before beginning data collection, I employed pilot 

testing, to enhance reliability and further vet the questions and methodology.  Pilot testing is a 

process recommended to “refine and develop research instruments, assess the degrees of 

observer bias, frame questions, collect background information, and adapt research procedures” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 165).  In the pilot study, I conducted one individual interview and one focus 

group of three participants.  I enlisted teachers for the pilot study from another regional middle 

school not part of this transcendental phenomenological study.  The study’s interview and focus 

group questions were used in the pilot study to enhance my skills as an interviewer and verify 

that the questions collect necessary information to understand the phenomenon of FA practices 

more fully.  After I completed the pilot study and reviewed the procedures used, I made 

adjustments before proceeding to the actual study.  Specifically, I determined that interviewees 

had some challenges keeping up with the interview questions.  Therefore, I used card stock and 

printed each question on card stock in order to allow the interviewees to hold each question in 

front of them as I asked it.   

Prior to any data collection, the instructional coaches at each middle school used a script 

(see Appendix B for Script for Introduction to Participants) to introduce the participants to the 

voluntary nature, confidentiality, and responsibilities for the study if the purposeful sampling 

procedures select them.  I provided electronically a Screening Protocol Recruitment Letter 



74 

 

 


(Appendix C) to all full-time academic content teachers in the five middle schools reviewing the 

details introduced by the instructional coaches and inviting them to participate in the study by 

first completing an online screening protocol (see Appendix D for Screening Protocol for 

Potential Co-researchers).  Additionally, I included the Informed Consent Form for Screening 

Protocol Participants (Appendix E) that explicitly outlines consent to participate in the screening 

protocol.  Once I selected co-researchers using criteria from the screening protocol, I invited 

them to participate in the study with the Recruitment Letter for Co-researchers (Appendix F) and 

the Informed Consent Form for Individual Interviews (Appendix G).  Finally, I selected one 

focus group of eight of the co-researchers and provided them with the Informed Consent Form 

for Focus Group Interview (Appendix H).   

The four data collection methods for this study included the screening protocol of 19 

participants, individual interviews of the 17 co-researchers, one focus group of eight of the co-

researchers, and analysis of site documents.  The screening protocol (see Appendix D Screening 

Protocol for Potential Co-researchers) collected demographic data and co-researchers’ 

perceptions of formative assessment practices and aspects of implementation of these practices in 

their classrooms.  I reviewed the responses and applied maximum variation to generate a 

purposeful cross-section of 17 co-researchers for the study. 

Co-researchers responded to individual interview questions, and eight of the co-

researchers responded to focus group questions during data collection.  Individual interviews 

lasting 20-30 minutes occurred at the onset of the study.  I digitally recorded and conducted the 

interviews in a dedicated room at each middle school and transcribed the interviews prior to 

conducting the focus group.  Individual interviews and the focus group were transcribed 

verbatim, and all co-researchers received copies via e-mail to verify for accuracy as part of 
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member checking.  No co-researcher found discrepancy in the transcripts.  However, several 

commented humorously concerning their pseudonyms and frequency of verbal stutters (i.e. um, 

uh, etc.) and spoken grammatical errors.  All 17 co-researchers granted access to lesson plans 

(see Appendix O Sample Lesson Plan), and 12 of the 17 co-researchers submitted blank, teacher-

generated formative assessment samples (see Appendix P Sample Formative Assessments).  I 

used specific data from the screening protocol and individual interviews to select a purposeful 

sample of co-researchers for the focus group.  The one focus group of eight co-researchers from 

the individual interviews convened in a conference room at one middle school site.  Finally, I 

reviewed site documents, including teacher-generated lesson plans and district-created 

documents related to formative assessment practices (i.e. non-negotiable practices, handouts, and 

resources) and reviewed blank teacher-made documents used during instruction to conduct 

formative assessments. 

Data analysis occurred following all data collection and transcription, and I used the 

framework as described by Moustakas (1994) to include epoche, phenomenological reduction, 

imaginative variation, and structural-textural synthesis.  I used epoche throughout the study to set 

aside, or bracket out, my own feelings, experiences, and preconceptions related to the 

phenomenon of formative assessment practices.  I began the process by reflecting on my own 

experiences with FA practices, writing down my thoughts in a reflective journal (see Appendix 

K Sample Reflective Journal Entries), and then introducing these to the co-researchers in a 

scheduled informational meeting prior to individual and focus group interviews.  I continued 

using the reflective journal throughout the study to separate my thoughts and experiences from 

those of the co-researchers.  However, epoche is crucial to highlight during data analysis.  As 

explained by Moustakas (1994), “We are challenged to come to know things with a 
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receptiveness and a presence that lets us be and lets situations and things be, so that we can come 

to know them just as they appear to us” (p. 86).  I do not want to cloud the analysis of the co-

researchers’ lived experiences with my own preconceived ideas.  I used phenomenological 

reduction to “derive a textural description of the meanings and essences of the phenomenon” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 34) alongside horizonalization to ensure a continuous process of perceiving 

and reflecting that constituted the most accurate description of the meanings and essences 

(Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994).  I constructed structural descriptions using imaginative 

variation to offer “a picture of the conditions that precipitate an experience and connect with it” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 35).  Finally, I amalgamated the textural and structural descriptions of the 

meanings and essences related to the phenomenon of formative assessment practices to construct 

a synthesis of the overall whole. 

The Researcher's Role 

I serve the school district as the Middle School Curriculum Director and am responsible 

for guiding and facilitating the curriculum work of various middle school teams including 

principals, content area lead teachers, gifted teachers, and other groups.  I report directly to the 

Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction.  In addition, I collaborate with the 

elementary and high school curriculum directors and other area directors to support, implement, 

and monitor district curriculum initiatives related to professional learning, new teacher induction, 

and other initiatives outlined in the district strategic plan.  I represent the district at state and 

regional conferences and at meetings of state curriculum agencies.  I conduct and facilitate data 

analysis to improve academic achievement and plan collaboratively with the teaching and 

learning staff to implement and support district curriculum goals. 
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The previous four years, I worked as a district-level instructional coach, providing job-

embedded professional learning experiences and coaching to academic teachers in five middle 

schools in this same school district.  As an instructional coach, I used a variety of coaching 

techniques but focused on aspects of Costa and Garmston’s (1994) Cognitive Coaching model 

and Jim Knight’s (2007) Partnership approach to instructional coaching.  I worked directly with 

teachers to enhance their instructional strategies, directed professional learning experiences, and 

assisted with the analysis and interpretation of student data to increase achievement.     

Since 1996, I have taught English and language arts, social studies, and elective courses 

in the college (three years), high school (six years), and middle school (six years) arenas.  I hold 

a B.A. from Lee University, an M.A. from the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC), 

and an Ed.S. from Tennessee Technological University.  Prior to teaching, I served in a variety 

of church ministry roles from associate pastor to youth and children’s pastor. 

I taught for six years at one of the middle schools in the study.  The combination of 

teaching experience, my role as an instructional coach, and my current role as the Middle School 

Curriculum Director provide insight into the culture within the middle schools.  All of the middle 

schools have building-level instructional coaches, and the district funds an Instructional Coach 

Coordinator who serves the middle schools and two high schools and works alongside the 

building coaches.  I work with all these coaches and their school leadership teams to develop 

professional learning experiences, mentor new teachers to the district, and support curriculum 

initiatives across the district. 

According to Creswell (2013), it is important to acknowledge that “extensive time spent 

in the field, the detailed thick description, and the closeness of the researcher to the participants 

in the study all add to the value and accuracy of the study” (p. 250).  Consequently, bracketing of 
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my personal experiences in these roles and with the phenomenon was a necessity.  Moustakas 

(1994) referred to this bracketing as epoche, “a Greek word meaning to refrain from judgment, to 

abstain from and away from the everyday, ordinary way of perceiving things” (p. 33).  The 

tendency of human nature is “to hold knowledge judgmentally; we presuppose that what we 

perceive in nature is actually there and remains there as we perceive it” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 33).  

Therefore, as researcher, I bracketed my preconceptions.  In turn, this process helped me to 

increase my influence and credibility with the co-researchers, and it increased their honesty 

during the interviewing and other data collection experiences.     

Data Collection 

 The process of data collection in a qualitative, transcendental phenomenological study 

goes beyond a perfunctory listing of the enlisted types of data collection (Creswell, 2013; 

Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994).  Creswell (2013) stated, data collection “means gaining 

permissions, conducting a good qualitative sampling strategy, developing means for recording 

information both digitally and on paper, storing the data, and anticipating ethical issues that may 

arise” (p. 145).  For Husserl (1965), data collection “emphasizes subjectivity and discovery of 

the essences of the experience and provides a systematic and disciplined methodology for 

derivation of knowledge” (pp. 5-6).  Further, Husserl’s phenomenology “utilizes only the data 

available to the consciousness—the appearance of objects” (p. 23).  This approach transcends 

any solidarity of perspective “because it adheres to what can be discovered through reflection on 

subjective acts and their objective correlates” (Husserl, 1965, p. 23), and grounds itself as 

scientific in that “it affords knowledge that has effectively disposed of all the elements that could 

render its grasp ‘contingent’” (p. 23).  Finally, Moustakas (1994) purported that data collection 

should offer “a systematic way of accomplishing something orderly and disciplined, with care 



79 

 

 


and rigor” (p. 104).  Therefore, after obtaining approval from the IRB, I officially began a 

systematic, organized process for the collection of data for this study.   

 Crucial to the data collection phase is triangulation, or the “use of multiple and different 

sources, methods, investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 251).  Multiple pieces of evidence provide layers of knowledge and perspectives to 

substantiate the data collection process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 1990).  Like formative assessment practices, which view assessment 

for learning as more than a single snapshot of students’ proficiency, triangulation recognizes the 

need for the preponderance of evidence to create validity for the findings resulting from the 

study.  In qualitative studies, when “researchers locate evidence to document a code or theme in 

different sources of data, they are triangulating information” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  For this 

study, I used four different sources of data to triangulate and substantiate the data for this study: 

(a) screening protocol of potential co-researchers, (b) 17 individual interviews with purposeful 

sampling of co-researchers, (b) one focus group with eight of the co-researchers, and (d) site 

documents supplied by the co-researchers. 

 Suter (2012) noted that data collection in qualitative research is “guided by the 

philosophical assumptions of qualitative inquiry: To understand a complex phenomenon, you 

must consider the multiple ‘realities’ experienced by the participants themselves—the ‘insider’ 

perspectives” (p. 344).  Consequently, the rationale for sequencing the four data collection tools 

in this study followed an inductive approach meant to allow the researcher and co-researchers to 

construct and even uncover the patterns and themes relevant to the phenomenon of formative 

assessment practices (Creswell, 2013; Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 1990; Suter, 

2012).  The screening protocol aided in constructing a broad description of the co-researchers’ 
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perceptions related to the phenomenon.  Second, the two types of interviews—individual and 

focus group—contributed to horizonalization of co-researchers’ statements about the 

phenomenon by shaping the “common categories or themes, [and] removing overlapping and 

repetitive statements” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 118).  Further, I used these two data collection tools 

to construct the textural and structural descriptions needed to create an informed synthesis of the 

meanings and essences of the phenomenon of FA practices (Moustakas, 1994).  Third, I used the 

site documents to describe the co-researchers’ lived experiences during instruction by reviewing 

what intended formative assessment practices emerged in lesson planning and the enacted FA 

practices used with students as assessment for learning (Fisher & Frey, 2014; Marzano, 2010; 

Wiliam, 2011).   

Screening Protocol 

I used the screening protocol to collect demographic data on the co-researchers, the co-

researchers’ initial perceptions of formative assessment practices, and implementation aspects of 

these practices in their classrooms.  Three experts reviewed the screening protocol before 

submission of the proposal for IRB approval.  Two of the experts have Doctor of Education 

degrees, and the third expert has a Doctor of Philosophy degree in education with an emphasis in 

early childhood development and reading.  Two of the experts serve currently as university 

faculty, one as a department chair and one as a director of graduate studies.  The third expert 

retired recently from a long-time position as university faculty working in the area of faculty 

development.  This expert review of the screening protocol ensured the questions collect the 

information to understand the phenomenon of middle school teachers’ implementation of 

formative assessment practices.  I used the feedback and input from these experts to revise the 

screening protocol for this study. 
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I reviewed the screening protocol responses and applied maximum variation to generate a 

purposeful cross-section of 17 co-researchers for the study.  I used specific data from the 

screening protocol to construct a baseline of the co-researchers’ perceptions of their 

implementation of formative assessment practices within the context of horizonalization.  The 

screening protocol generated categories of demographic data, including gender, school site 

location, years of teaching experience, years in the district and at the specified grade level, and 

academic content area taught.  I used this data to attain maximum variation and select a diversity 

of participants for the study.  Specifically, I examined the data for grade level and content area 

first.  Since the schools house grades 6-8, I desired academic teachers from each grade.  Second, 

I chose teachers who taught a different one of the four academic areas (English/language arts, 

math, science, or social studies).  Third, I selected teachers from each middle school represented 

in the sample.  Fourth, I used the data on years of teaching experience to select teachers with a 

range of experience from low number of years to high number of years.  Finally, I used gender to 

achieve a balance between male and female teachers.  Further, I used this data collection tool to 

collect teachers’ initial responses related to the phenomenon of formative assessment practices in 

the middle schools.  Placing this tool first was essential for effective sampling because I used the 

data from the survey to determine the most purposeful sample for the research study.  

Individual Interviews 

The second data collection tool, individual interviews of the 17 co-researchers, occurred 

directly after administering the screening protocol to academic content area teachers in the five 

middle schools.  After identifying the most purposeful sample of co-researchers from the 

screening protocol, I conducted the individual interviews and established an atmosphere of trust 

where themes and patterns could emerge.  According to Moustakas (1994), I needed to establish 
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trust, which “begins with a social conversation or a brief meditative activity aimed at creating a 

relaxed and trusting atmosphere” (p. 114).  Further, Moustakas (1994) explained that “in the 

phenomenological investigation the long interview is the method through which data is collected 

on the topic and question [and it] involves an informal, interactive process and utilizes open-

ended comments and questions” (p. 114).   

According to Englander (2012), a crucial aspect of interviewing in phenomenology is to 

“keep track of the three dimensions of time present in the interview situation.  The participant is 

in the present, describing a memory of an experience during which she [or he] remembered 

something” (p. 29).  Consequently, this memory, connected to the phenomenon, may require 

additional follow-up questions.  The semi-structured nature of the interview is a necessary 

component of the research framework (Englander, 2012, p. 29), as this approach relies on open-

ended questions, questions intentionally designed to elicit elaborated responses.  As explained by 

Moustakas (1994), a semi-structured approach to the interviewing of co-researchers creates a 

tension where “the phenomenal experience becomes increasingly clarified and expanded in 

meaning as the phenomenon is considered and reconsidered in reflective processes” (pp. 50-51).  

In this light, I constructed a series of individual interview and focus group questions in advance, 

and these served to allow the dialogue to develop and the identified phenomenon to emerge 

throughout the data collection process.  I asked questions in the focus group to expand and revisit 

perceptions described in the individual interviews.  As described by Moustakas (1994), the 

interview questions are “aimed at evoking a comprehensive account of the person’s experience 

of the phenomenon, [however,] these are varied, altered, or not used at all when the co-

researcher shares the full story of his or her experience of the bracketed question” (p. 114).   
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For the individual interviews, this study included 17 middle school co-researchers whose 

interviews lasted approximately 20-30 minutes each.  I recorded interviews with Audacity and 

transcribed them verbatim for coding and thematic analysis.  I stored the audio files to the cloud, 

which allowed for export into the ATLAS.ti software program.  In case of any recording 

difficulties, I prepared the memo recorder on my iPad and iPhone for back-up purposes.  Both 

these devices store to the cloud.  While recording, I took field notes on an expanded form of the 

Individual Interview Protocol.  A sample of this field notes document appears in Appendix I.  

Creswell (2013) described this document as “a form about four or five pages in length (with 

space to write in answers), with . . . ample space between the questions to write responses to the 

interviewee’s comments” (p. 164).  These notes remained with me at all times, and I have stored 

them in a locked filing cabinet at my residence. 

I developed the interview questions from close examination of the literature related to 

formative assessment practices.  My purpose was to gather the best accounts of their personal 

experiences, stories, anecdotes, and occurrences to provide the most complete description 

possible of the phenomenon of formative assessment practices (Moustakas, 1994).  Individual 

interviews occurred at each middle school before or after the school day to maintain 

confidentiality, to diminish any possible role confusion, and to allow for reservation of space.  

As the current Director of Middle School Curriculum, I wanted to ensure that co-researchers 

maintained a clear distinction between my position in the district and my role as co-researcher.  

Each middle school has a conference room that I used for the interview.   

Semi-structured Open-ended Interview Questions  

Description and Understanding of FA Practices 
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1. Consider the following definition.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined 

as those assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning 

check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future 

instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).  What, if anything, would you 

change or add to this definition? 

2. How often do you use formative assessments?  Do you use formative assessments more 

often or less often than in the past?  What has contributed to this increase or decrease? 

3. Please describe the types of formative assessments you most frequently use.  What do 

you find most beneficial from these formative assessment practices? 

Perceptions of Formative Assessment Theory, Common FA Practices, and Adjusting Instruction 

4. Please describe an experience you have had as a teacher with using formative assessment.  

Be as specific and detailed as possible.  Please include the grade level and content area of 

the students you were teaching. 

5. What influence has your understanding of formative assessments had on your teaching 

and overall assessment practices?  What, if any, adjustments to your instruction have you 

made? 

6. Describe a time when formative assessment practices have been most successful with 

your students.  Please include what you think made them successful. 

7. If applicable, describe a time when formative assessments have not been successful with 

your students.  Please include why you think they were not successful. 

Obstacles that Hinder Implementation of FA Practices 

8. Please describe an instructional situation where you would and would not use FA 

practices?  Explain your reasoning. 
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9. Please think about a lesson or standard you taught this week.  Describe how you knew 

which students did and did not master the learning target or objective.   

10. Can you describe any specific ways your grade level, school, or district use FA practices 

to adjust instruction?  What, if any, is your role in these aspects of FA practices?  

Beneficial Resources and Professional Learning to Implement FA practices More Consistently 

11. Georgia’s Teacher Keys Effectiveness System (TKES) and the district document 

outlining non-negotiable practices both include expectations for FA practices.  What 

additional resources would help you to use FA practices more consistently?   

12. Consider that professional learning refers to any learning experience where your school 

leadership, an outside consultant, your school district, or someone during a conference 

you attended instructed you.  Describe any positive experiences you have had with 

professional learning related to FA practices.  Did this experience help you implement 

FA practices more consistently?  Why or why not? 

13. Please describe any negative experiences with professional learning and formative 

assessment.  Did this experience hinder you from implementing FA practices more 

consistently?  What made this a negative experience? 

Additional Information 

14. What other information have I not asked about that might be helpful in understanding 

middle school teachers’ implementation of FA practices? 

I used open-ended questions during the individual interviews to elicit recurring themes 

and patterns connected to the study’s four research questions.  The open-ended design of the 

interview questions allowed participants to respond in ways that overlapped the four research 

questions.  However, I designed specific questions to elicit responses central to them.  
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Specifically, interview questions one through three align to address the first research question, 

which focuses on middle school teachers’ description and common understanding of formative 

assessment practices.  Question one provides the interviewees with the study’s definition of FA 

practices and asks them to consider how they might change or add to the definition.  Wiliam 

(2011) asserted that teachers “need a definition that can accommodate all the ways in which 

assessment can shape instruction” (p. 40).  Establishing this definition at the onset provides co-

researchers with a clear, shared definition they can describe and understand.  Questions two and 

three allow teachers to describe their experiences with FA practices, the frequency of these 

practices, and their understanding of the benefits (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 1990;  

2002).    

I designed interview questions four through seven to address the second research 

question, which most directly correlates to the literature gap for this study, the absence of 

alignment between instruction and assessment in the area of FA practices.  Kurtz et al. (2010) 

stressed the importance of alignment between enacted standards, classroom instruction, and 

assessment practices.  According to Kurtz et al. (2010), alignment of these elements constitutes 

“a necessary condition for assessment results to yield valid inferences about what students 

know” (p. 132).  The co-researchers’ responses to questions four through seven provided crucial 

insight into  their perceptions of formative assessment theory, common experiences with FA 

practices, and understanding of adjusting instruction as a component of FA practices (Doubet, 

2012; Kurz et al., 2010; Marzano, 2010; Shute, 2008). 

Interview questions eight through 10 provided co-researchers with the platform to 

describe obstacles that hinder their ability to implement FA practices more consistently, which 

formulates the central focus of research question three in the study.  As described by Doubet 
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(2012), teachers often experience confusion related to knowing when and how to assess student 

understanding formatively.  Consequently, many teachers settle into routines, such as hyper-

dependence on whole group instruction, questioning students at the lowest levels (recall only), 

and overlooking student misconceptions for the sake of covering the standards (Buck & Trauth-

Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Shute, 2008).  However, when given a supportive context for 

implementation, these same struggling teachers demonstrate the ability “to implement high 

quality assessments and use assessment outcomes effectively” (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 2009, p. 

478).  Ultimately, understanding the hindrances that prevent teachers from implementing FA 

practices more consistently will benefit student growth and achievement; in addition, the 

extrication of these obstacles paves the way for the creation of a deep level of professional 

accountability that emphasizes instructional improvement among middle school educators (Dorn, 

2010; Doubet, 2012; Poe, 2012). 

As the co-researchers responded to questions 11 through 13 in the individual interview 

protocol, their answers provided insight into resources and professional learning experiences 

middle school teachers find beneficial to help them use FA practices more consistently.  These 

responses aligned to research question four in the study.  Research on successful implementation 

of FA practices indicated the importance of targeted professional learning through the 

environment of PLCs, observations, and facilitated group discussions (Buck & Trauth-Nare, 

2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009).  This rich context allows practitioners to discuss their 

practices and perceptions related to FA practices.  Further, such a collaborative approach allows 

teachers’ voices to be the catalyst for their own professional learning experiences by increasing 

understanding, frequency of use, and implementation of formative assessment practices (Sadler, 

1989; Wiliam, 2011). 
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Focus Group Interviews  

Following the individual interviews, I conducted one focus group interview of eight co-

researchers from the four middle schools.  I derived these co-researchers from the larger 

purposeful sample and selected co-researchers from each school.  I identified teachers for the 

focus group by employing purposeful sampling procedures similar to the process used for 

selecting co-researchers.  Specifically, I invited those first who demonstrated competing or 

contradictory responses to individual interview questions one through seven because these 

questions focused on understandings and perceptions of formative assessment practices.  I 

desired to seek clarification on their responses.  Second, I selected teachers who taught a 

different academic area (English/language arts, math, science, or social studies).  Finally, I 

selected teachers from each of the four middle schools represented in the sample.  A focus group 

employs a group interviewing structure that taps into the collaborative and social interactions 

inherent in group dynamics and benefits qualitative studies “when the interaction among 

interviewees will likely yield the best information, when interviewees are similar and 

cooperative with each other” (Creswell, 2013, p. 164).  Moustakas (1994) added, “Broad 

questions . . . may also facilitate the obtaining of rich, vital, substantive descriptions of the co-

researcher’s experience of the phenomenon” (p. 116).  Further, the focus group provides a 

collaborative environment where dialogue and reflection between co-researchers occurs related 

to their shared experiences with the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 1990; 

2002).  As result of my former role as an instructional coach and my current role as Curriculum 

Director, it is evident that a cooperative climate already exists in these schools.  Additionally, 

this method fits the overall purpose and framework of the study because the study’s theoretical 

framework (formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning) draw 
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similarly on aspects of collaboration and social interactions as pivotal components to the 

theories; this reliance on cooperation from the theoretical framework further informs the validity 

of collecting data from a focus group. 

The focus group participants met in the Design Room at one of the middle school 

campuses for a group interview of approximately 45 minutes.  This interview was conducted 

after the school day to maintain confidentiality, to diminish any possible role confusion, and to 

allow for reservation of space.  As the current Director of Middle School Curriculum, data 

collection occurred after school to maintain the distinction between my position in the district 

and my role in the study as co-researcher.  Co-researchers in the focus group collaborate 

regularly with their site-based colleagues and participate in district-wide collaboration days and 

trainings with the teachers from the other campuses.  

I asked guiding and follow-up questions as needed to clarify responses from the 

individual interviews.  The same experts who reviewed the individual interview questions also 

reviewed the focus group questions.  This process provided content validity and ensured the 

questions would collect the intended information from the co-researchers.  I used the feedback 

and input from these experts to revise the focus group questions for this study.  I concentrated on 

specifics of the transcripts to generate qualitative descriptions of the co-researchers’ experiences 

with the phenomenon.  Following the same procedures as the one-on-one interviews, I recorded 

the group interview with Audacity and transcribed it verbatim for coding and bracketing of 

identified themes.  I stored the audio files to the cloud, which allowed for export into the 

ATLAS.ti software program.  In case of any recording difficulties, the memo recorder on the 

iPad and iPhone were prepared for back-up purposes; both these devices store to the cloud.  

While recording, I took field notes (see Appendix J Sample Field Notes Focus Group) through 
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use of a four-to-five-page interview protocol, which allowed for notes and commentary.  These 

notes remained with me at all times, and I have stored them in a locked filing cabinet at my 

residence.  

Since individual interviews occurred prior to the focus group interview, I provided co-

researchers with transcripts of their individual interviews ahead of time and asked them to review 

them for accuracy before the scheduled group session.  For the co-researchers not selected for the 

focus group, I emailed transcripts to them for review.  Since I was unable to predict the specifics 

of participant responses from the one-on-one interviews, I relied on the focus group questions to 

guide the interview.  According to Creswell (2013), this design component permits the 

qualitative researcher “to learn about the problem or issue from participants and engage in the 

best practices to obtain that information” (p. 47).   

Semi-structured Open-ended Interview Questions 

Guiding Questions for the Focus Group Interview 

1. Thank you for your sacrifice of time to review the individual transcript.  Please share 

with the group one statement that resonated with you as you reviewed it.  Why do you 

think this statement was meaningful? 

2. Are there any aspects of your previous interview you would like to clarify, alter, or 

elaborate on more? 

3. I provided the following definition during the individual interviews.  Formative 

assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by teachers 

as assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs 

teachers’ decisions about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).  Is 
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there anything else you can elaborate on here that you did not say in your individual 

interview?   

4. What steps do you think need to occur to implement formative assessment practices more 

consistently?  Why? 

5. Describe one or more experiences where you used data from formative assessments to 

adjust your instruction.  What was the context? How did you use this information and 

why? 

6. Describe an experience where you used data from summative assessments to influence 

your instruction.  Did the data help or hinder your instructional planning for the class? 

Why?  

7.   For this question, consider that professional learning refers to any learning experience 

where your school leadership, an outside consultant, your school district, or someone 

during a conference you attended instructed you.  Is there anything you could elaborate 

on here that you did not already say during the individual interviews about school, 

district, or self-selected professional learning related to the use of formative assessment 

practices? 

All questions asked during the focus group interviews sought to elicit continuation of 

recurring themes and patterns connected to the study’s four research questions.  Further, I 

employed the use of guiding questions and reflective activities to create a level of comfort and 

break the ice for the group interview.  Focus group questions one and two referred the co-

researchers back to their individual interviews for the purpose of reflecting upon those responses 

and clarifying or adding to any statements made previously.  As described by Moustakas (1994), 

such a series of reflective questions will compel rich descriptions of the co-researchers’ shared 
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experiences with the phenomenon.  These questions also provided other co-researchers the 

opportunity to hear portions of their colleagues’ individual responses, to dialogue, and to interact 

with them (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 1990; Patton, 2002).  In addition, a focus 

group relies upon cooperation between co-researchers, and this level of interaction among peers 

requires that a solid foundation be built for it at the onset.  Further, establishing this collaborative 

environment for dialogue aligns with the overall purpose and framework of the study because the 

study’s theoretical framework (formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and 

experiential learning) draws similarly on aspects of collaboration and social interactions as 

pivotal components to the theories (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Dewey, 1897; Marzano, 2010; 

Sadler, 1989; Vygotsky, 1978).  In this study, the eight co-researchers in the focus group entered 

the interview environment with an established attitude of cooperation due to similar experiences 

that occur regularly in the setting. 

Although co-researchers responded to question three during individual interviews, asking 

this question during the focus group reminded these co-researchers of the definition of formative 

assessment practices central to this study and allowed co-researchers to elaborate on previous 

responses.  Co-researchers within the focus group heard responses and thoughts about this 

definition from their peers for the very first time, allowing them to consider current practices 

regarding FA practices within their grade levels, schools, and the school district.  As research 

indicated, educators benefited when a shared definition develops because the teachers are then 

able to create a classroom and school climate where formative assessment practices are valued 

(Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Volante & Beckett, 2011; Wiliam, 2011).  The co-researchers’ 

responses to question three also contributed to answering the study’s first research question, 
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which focused on middle school teachers’ description and common understanding of formative 

assessment practices. 

The fourth guiding question I used during the focus group interview asked the co-

researchers to reflect on the discussion of common FA practices and suggest the next steps 

needed to implement FA practices more consistently.  The interviewees’ responses to this 

question addressed research questions three and four in the study and provided educational 

leaders with insight into middle school teachers’ needs in order to implement FA practices more 

consistently.  As described by Fisher and Frey (2014), school and district leadership rarely asked 

teachers for input concerning implementation of initiatives.  Instead, mandates emerged each 

year requiring more and more of teachers when one of their largest concerns was determining 

what was most appropriate to do in the next five minutes of instruction (Fisher & Frey, 2014, 

vii).   

Questions five and six for the focus group interview addressed the co-researchers’ 

understandings of FA practices and SA practices, as well as the differences between the two and 

how both sets of practices impacted overall assessment strategies in their classrooms.  As 

delineated by Kurtz et al. (2010), alignment must occur between the standards taught, instruction 

given, and assessment practices applied.  Consequently, the teachers’ responses to these 

questions aligned with research questions two and three in the study by providing insight into co-

researchers’ perceptions of formative assessment theory and their understanding of adjusting 

instruction as a component of FA practices (Doubet, 2012; Kurz et al., 2010; Marzano, 2010; 

Shute, 2008). 

Focus group interview question seven confronted the issue of professional learning needs 

in order for the co-researchers to implement FA practices more consistently, which assisted in 
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answering research question four.  Like question three, interviewees also responded to this 

question during the individual interviews.  However, the members of the focus group benefited 

from hearing colleagues’ responses for the first time, reflecting and dialoguing with peers in a 

collaborative environment, and developing a set of shared needs regarding professional learning.  

According to Bell et al. (2010), teachers required support and training through effective 

professional learning experiences in order to implement FA practices consistently.  The insights 

gained from the co-researchers’ responses may benefit educational leaders as they develop future 

initiatives and professional learning plans for their schools and districts. 

Site Documents 

Finally, I collected and reviewed site documents to complete the data collection process, 

as these are tools used by teachers during the implementation of formative assessment practices, 

and these documents served as “corroborating evidence from different sources to shed light on a 

theme or perspective” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  This data source included both digital and hard 

copy documents created, accessed, and used by participants that informed the phenomenon.  

Analysis of these site documents, one of the four types of data categorized by Creswell (2013) 

for use in qualitative studies (p. 161), occurred during the data collection process.  I collected 

data from a review of the teacher-generated lesson plans housed digitally.  Teachers currently 

submit collaborative lesson plans weekly to school administration. 

I analyzed site documents and coded them according to type and frequency of commonly 

identified formative assessment practices.  In addition, I used district- and state-generated site 

documents (i.e. non-negotiable practices, handouts, presentation slides, and resources from 

training modules).  Third, I used blank teacher-made formative assessments.  Collectively, these 

site documents represented items used by participants in this study to implement the use of 
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formative assessment practices.  In this context, analysis of these documents most directly 

addressed research questions one and four for this study; however, documents also provided 

insight into the participants’ perceptions and obstacles, which are research questions two and 

three. 

Data Analysis 

 The following axiom circulates in the educational arena when it comes to data and the 

analysis of data—we are data rich but analysis poor.  This statement, whether true or not, 

illuminates the importance of carefully choosing a framework for data analysis for this 

transcendental phenomenological study.  Creswell (2013) noted, “The processes of data 

collection, data analysis, and report writing are not distinct steps in the process—they are 

interrelated and often go on simultaneously in a research project” (p. 182).  He further described 

the process with the metaphor of a spiral, viewing the researcher as “moving in analytic circles 

rather than using a fixed linear approach” (p. 182).  Consequently, the data analysis approach 

referred to as qualitative content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Huberman & Miles, 1994; 

Patton, 2002; Weber, 1990) best aligns with the purposes of this study because it incorporates the 

key components of identifying patterns and themes as they emerge through the recursive process 

of qualitative data analysis. 

 According to Moustakas (1994), the transcendental phenomenological approach 

incorporates “natural processes through which awareness, understanding, and knowledge are 

derived” (p. 41).  The qualitative aspects inherent in this mode of content analysis elicit “an 

unshakeable kinship with a philosophy that places ultimate knowledge in the regions and powers 

of the self” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 41).  Further, this approach was valid for this study in that the 

nature of the phenomenon—formative assessment practices—is in itself built on collaborative 
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and social interactions as well as the theoretical framework for the study and its data collection 

methods.  By definition, qualitative content analysis supports “the subjective interpretation of the 

content of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying 

themes or patterns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278).  The researcher and co-researchers 

engage in this process through a reflective, reasoned process whereby their experiences with the 

phenomenon emerge because “all knowledge and experience are connected to phenomena” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 44).  Further, Patton (2002) defined the content analysis approach as “any 

qualitative reduction and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and 

attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings” (p. 453).  Collectively, these descriptions 

of the approach demonstrate its relevance for phenomenological research, especially to the 

identification of the emerging patterns and themes.  Consequently, this study employed the data 

analysis process described by Moustakas (1994) as “the core processes that facilitate derivation 

of knowledge” (p. 33), which includes epoche, transcendental-phenomenological reduction, 

imaginative variation, and the synthesis of structural/textural descriptions needed to describe 

thoroughly the co-researchers’ experiences with formative assessment practices. 

Epoche 

 According to Moustakas (1994), the first phase of phenomenological data analysis 

involves the Greek term epoche, as discussed by German philosopher Husserl (1931), which 

separates scientific facts based in the natural world from knowledge gained through direct 

experience of a phenomenon (p. 111).  Moustakas (1994) explained the term epoche as “a 

preparation for deriving new knowledge . . . , a process of setting aside predilections, prejudices, 

predispositions, and allowing things, events, and people to enter into consciousness, and to look 

and see them again, as if for the first time” (p. 85).  This definition focused on the connection 
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with transcendental phenomenology, which views transcendental as an environment where 

“everything is perceived freshly, as if for the first time” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34).  Moustakas 

(1994) further explained that this process “requires the elimination of suppositions and the 

raising of knowledge above every possible doubt” (p. 26).  During the bracketing process, 

researchers must “set aside their experiences, as much as possible, to take a fresh perspective 

toward the phenomenon under examination” (Creswell, 2013, p. 80).  In this study, I personally 

have knowledge of formative assessment practices because this phenomenon interests me.  In 

addition, the co-researchers in this study are middle school teachers who work in schools where I 

have worked as an instructional coach and currently serve as the Middle School Curriculum 

Director.  Consequently, I bracketed out my personal experiences with the phenomenon at the 

study’s beginning by “describing [my] own experiences with the phenomenon and bracketing out 

[my] views before proceeding with the experiences of the others” (Creswell, 2013, p. 80).  

Accordingly, I reflected and wrote out my own experiences with formative assessment in a 

reflective journal (see Appendix K Sample Reflective Journal Entries) and then introduced these 

to all the co-researchers in a scheduled informational meeting prior to individual and focus group 

interviews at each school.  I employed member checking and peer reviewing, both discussed 

later under trustworthiness, to provide a credible set of checks and balances (Creswell, 2013; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Phenomenological Reduction 

 Following individual interviews of the 17 co-researchers in this study, I used 

phenomenological reduction to analyze the data collected and prepared for the focus group 

interview.  As noted by Moustakas (1994), phenomenological reduction involves “describing in 

textural language just what one sees, not only in terms of the external object but also in terms of 
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the internal act of consciousness . . . the rhythm and relationship between the phenomenon and 

the self” (p. 90).  As the researcher, I engaged in the repetitive task of looking and describing and 

looking and describing until the essence of experience with the phenomenon surrendered to my 

perceiving of it.  With each new insight, Moustakas asserted that the reductive process generates 

an awareness that connects to each looking like “new folds of the manifold features that exist in 

every phenomenon and that we explicate as we look again and again” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 92).  

This requires of the researcher and co-researchers not only keen skills of seeing but also those of 

listening and “keeping our eyes turned to the center of the experience and studying what is just 

before us, exactly as it appears” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 92).  Therefore, during the individual 

interviews and the focus group, I listened carefully to the responses and dialogue among the co-

researchers and recorded their descriptions of their experiences with the phenomenon of 

formative assessment practices.  As delineated by Moustakas, “Whatever shines forth in 

consciousness as I perceive it, reflect on it, imagine it, concentrate on it, is what I attend to—that 

is what stands out as meaningful for me” (p. 92). 

 The second phase in the data analysis process of phenomenological reduction is 

horizonalization (Moustakas, 1994).  This concept originates in the idea of horizons, constantly 

arising and fading into the background in a limitless cycle of our conscious perceptions of 

phenomena.  As Moustakas (1994) explained, “We can never exhaust completely our experience 

of things no matter how many times we reconsider them or view them” (p. 95).  Further, every 

perception or interaction with a new horizon “as it comes into our conscious experience is the 

grounding or condition of the phenomenon that gives it a distinctive character” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 95).  In this phase, I listened carefully to the statements of the co-researchers, weighting 

each perception with equal value, significance, and consideration as I created a written list of 
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their statements in order to reveal the essences of the co-researchers’ experiences with the 

phenomenon of formative assessment practices (Moustakas, 1994).  Later in the process, 

Moustakas clarified that the “statements irrelevant to the topic and question as well as those that 

are repetitive or overlapping are deleted, leaving only the Horizons (the textural meanings and 

invariant constituents of the phenomenon)” (p. 97).  I then clustered the remaining horizons into 

themes and synthesized the horizons and themes into a textural description of the study’s 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  This process aided me in developing strong classifications of 

the themes related to the phenomenon, especially in establishing both textural (what participants 

experienced) and structural descriptions (how participants experienced the phenomenon) for the 

essence of the participants’ lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  Ultimately, the product of this 

intensive process is a report of the findings with “sufficient description to allow the reader to 

understand the basis for an interpretation, and sufficient interpretation to allow the reader to 

understand the description” (Patton, 2002, pp. 503-504). 

Imaginative Variation 

 Moustakas (1994) identified imaginative variation as the next phase in data analysis as 

part of the research process.  Imaginative variation purposes “to seek possible meanings through 

the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and 

reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

97).  The researcher determines to construct the “structural description of an experience, the 

underlying and precipitating factors that account for what is being experienced” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 98).  In addition, the overall process strives to bring together the textural and structural 

descriptions of the co-researchers’ experiences with the phenomenon with what they experienced 

being the textural description and how they experienced it being the structural description 
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(Moustakas, 1994).  Further, Moustakas (1994) outlined the steps in the process of imaginative 

variation:  

1. Systematic varying of the possible structural meanings that underlie the textural 

meanings; 

2. Recognizing the underlying themes or contexts that account for the emergence of the 

phenomenon; 

3. Considering the universal structures that precipitate feelings and thoughts with 

reference to the phenomenon, such as the structure of time, space, bodily concerns, 

materiality, causality, relation to self, or relation to others; 

4. Searching for exemplifications that vividly illustrate the invariant structural themes 

and facilitate the development of a structural description of the phenomenon. (p. 99) 

Synthesis of Meaning and Essences 

 Synthesis constitutes the final phase in data analysis delineated by Moustakas (1994).  

The researcher integrates meanings and essences derived from the textural and structural 

descriptions of the co-researchers’ lived experiences with the phenomenon “into a unified 

statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

100).  This universal description derives from the focused work of an individual researcher in 

collaboration, reflection, and thoughtful imagination alongside the co-researchers who lived the 

experiences with the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  Husserl (1931) cautioned researchers to 

remember that “every physical property draws us into infinities of experience; and that every 

multiplicity of experience, however lengthily drawn out, still leaves the way open to closer and 

novel thing-determinations” (pp. 54-55).  Therefore, no researcher is capable of describing 

exhaustively the meanings and essences related to any experience; however, “the textural-
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structural synthesis represents the essences at a particular time and place from the vantage point 

of a single researcher” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 100).   

Trustworthiness 

 Qualitative research studies must establish appropriate processes to substantiate that the 

researcher represented accurately the statements of co-researchers perceptions (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, 1986).  Creswell (2013) outlined the need for qualitative researchers to adopt “acceptable 

strategies to document the ‘accuracy’ of their studies” (p. 250).  Creswell (2013) identified 

trustworthiness  

as a distinct strength of qualitative research in that the account made through extensive 

time spent in the field, the detailed thick description, and the closeness of the researcher 

to participants in the study all add to the value and accuracy of the study.  (p. 250)  

Among the many activities discussed in qualitative research practices to validate the accuracy of 

findings, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested four criteria—credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility 

The term credibility refers to the overall confidence in the accuracy and truthfulness of 

the reported findings felt by those who read a qualitative research study (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985).  In other words, credibility demonstrates strong connections between the 

preponderance of evidence substantiated by the research to the extent those reading the report do 

not doubt the findings.  Additionally, Rodwell and Byers (1997) contended, “credibility is 

established through activities that increase the possibility that credible findings will be produced” 

(p. 117).  To achieve credibility, Lincoln and Guba (1985) outlined several strategies.  These 
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include reading and memoing, data triangulation, prolonged engagement in the field, and 

member checking.   

Reading and memoing.  In data analysis, the process of reading and memoing involves 

multiple readings of the entirety of collected data and creation of memos in the margins (and/or 

as digital text).  After uploading primary documents to ATLAS.ti, I read through each document 

before coding and recorded memos on sticky notes that suggested possible codes, ideas, and 

connections.  Creswell (2013) described these memos as “short phrases, ideas, or key concepts 

that occur to the reader” (p. 183).  In addition, Creswell (2013) described the need for a 

quantitative aspect where researchers “build themes that are constantly being checked against the 

data” (p. 45).  Consequently, I reviewed my initial identification of themes, compared the results 

against the data, and revised two themes to more accurately depict the co-researchers’ voices.  

This is largely the role of reading and memoing in that this data analysis piece functions 

alongside coding and allows the researcher to examine the data for multiple bits of information 

supporting each theme and to present multiple perspectives from the participants that have been 

checked, re-checked, and substantiated. 

Triangulation of data.  For this study, I used four data collection sources, or triangulated 

the data, which “makes use of multiple and different sources, methods, investigators, and 

theories to provide corroborating evidence” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  This comparative process 

further validates the trustworthiness of the study and illuminates similar themes in more than one 

source of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In this study, triangulation occurred through analysis of 

the screening protocol used for sampling, individual interviews of 17 co-researchers, one focus 

group of eight co-researchers, and site documents.   



103 

 

 


Prolonged engagement.  As the researcher, I described accurately and constructed 

thoroughly the textural-structural essences and meanings of the co-researchers’ experiences with 

the phenomenon of this study (Moustakas, 1994).  To achieve the necessary level of interaction 

and collaboration, I spent a prolonged period in the field to understand the phenomenon of 

formative assessment practices (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As two of these data 

collection tools include interviewing—individual interviews and one focus group interview—I 

achieved prolonged engagement in the field.   

Member checks.  Finally, I invited the 17 co-researchers in the study to review “data, 

analyses, interpretations, and conclusions . . . so that they can judge the accuracy and credibility 

of the account” (Creswell, 2013, p. 252).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), member 

checking involves “referring data and interpretations back to data sources for 

correction/verification/challenge” (p. 108-109).  For this study, the focus group interview 

provided an appropriate platform for these member checks, which contribute to the overall 

credibility of the study by adding to the creation of multiple perspectives, suggestion of 

alternative language, and reflection conducted by actual participants (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  Since the focus group interview occurred after transcription of the individual 

interviews, I provided co-researchers in the focus group with their own transcripts of the 

previous individual interviews and asked them to clarify statements as needed and add to 

responses given previously.  Additionally, I asked guiding and follow-up questions to clarify 

responses designed to generate qualitative descriptions of the co-researchers’ experiences with 

the phenomenon.   
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Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree the findings from the research study are applicable to 

other contexts and settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009).  In qualitative studies, 

transferability occurs when “the researchers provides details when describing a case or when 

writing about a theme” (Creswell, 2013, p. 252).  As is common to transcendental 

phenomenology, I used thick descriptions of the perspectives of the co-researchers and identified 

themes that emerged from collaboration, reflection, and interaction with the co-researchers and 

their lived experiences with the phenomenon of formative assessment practices (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  In addition, I conformed to what Creswell (2013) describes as those details that 

“emerge through physical description, movement description, and activity description” (p. 252).   

Dependability 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) clarified that the term dependability deals with the ability to 

demonstrate that the findings from a research study are consistent and replicable.  Lincoln and 

Guba explained that this type of audit is a process where the “auditor examines the inquiry to 

establish that the process was carried out in ways that fall within the bounds of good professional 

practice” (p. 109).  According to Creswell (2013), many qualitative studies establish 

dependability through the use of an “auditor, to examine both the process and the product of the 

account, assessing their accuracy” (p. 252).  Creswell further explained that “the auditor 

examines whether or not the findings, interpretations, and conclusions are supported by the data” 

(p. 252).  These descriptions align with the concept of an internal audit related to a school district 

or business’s annual budget.  Consequently, I created an audit trail (see Appendix Q Audit Trail) 

beginning with IRB approval and maintained records that reflect a dated on-going account of 

every event during the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The audit records have become part of the 
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overall permanent records associated with the study and have been included in the dissertation 

appendix. 

Confirmability 

The term confirmability refers to the researcher’s ability to remain neutral and maintain 

an accurate description of the co-researchers experiences free from any biases, personal agendas, 

or other outside interests (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  I collaborated with two peers to function as 

an auditing review team by debriefing with them, or “systematically talking through research 

experiences, findings, and decisions with non-involved professional peers for a variety of 

purposes—catharsis, challenge, design of next steps, or legitimation” (p. 109).  This process 

focuses on the peer “as a ‘devil’s advocate,’ an individual who keeps the researcher honest; asks 

hard questions about methods, meanings, and interpretations; and provides the researcher with 

the opportunity for catharsis” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  This method of achieving 

trustworthiness provides confirmability because I maintained original notes from the peer 

reviewers containing their commentary and personal notes regarding interpretation of their 

feedback (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Feedback from these peers noted the extensive amount of 

time spent with co-researchers, the depth of the collected data, and the quality of the openness 

and authenticity reflected in the findings.  Their feedback suggested the co-researchers’ voices 

were captured. 

Ethical Considerations 

I gave detailed attention to any ethical considerations for this study.  As with any research 

study involving human participants, I sought approval through the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) prior to conducting any research.  In addition, I obtained access to the site through 

approval of the district superintendent, the assistant superintendent of teaching and learning, and 
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the assistant superintendent of assessment and accountability.  From the onset, I gained consent 

from participants and emphasized the voluntary nature of the study, including their right to 

withdraw at any time.  I also committed to protecting their anonymity by using pseudonyms, 

such as the reference to Whitaker Public Schools, and I maintained and safeguarded all collected 

data.  Respecting all potential power imbalances is a concern due to my working relationships 

with the schools and teachers.  I previously served in the role of a district instructional coach and 

I now serve as the Middle School Curriculum Director; however, I addressed this issue by 

clarifying researcher biases from the study’s beginning and careful bracketing as is essential for 

phenomenology.  I informed the co-researchers thoroughly about the study’s purpose, and I 

explained how I would use data collected from the screening protocol, individual interviews, the 

focus group, and site documents to co-construct an accurate textural-structural description of 

their shared experiences with the phenomenon of formative assessment practices.  

Summary 

 The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to understand the factors 

that affect middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in a semi-

rural northwest Georgia schools district.  Four central research questions guided the research.  

The purpose of the study’s design was to focus on the single concept of formative assessment 

practices and the shared lived experiences for the participants, 17 middle school teachers who 

served as co-researchers for the study.  Data collection occurred through a screening protocol, 

semi-structured interviews, both individual and focus group, and through a variety of school- and 

district-generated site documents.  The data was collected, organized, analyzed, and interpreted 

based on the integration of Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology model, 

comprised of epoche, phenomenological reduction and horizonalization, imaginative variation, 
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and the synthesis of textural-structural descriptions of the co-researchers’ meaning and essences.  

I established trustworthiness by integrating processes to ensure for credibility, dependability, 

transferability, and confirmability as outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985).  In addition, the 

study’s theoretical framework consists of formative assessment theory (FAT) (Black & Wiliam, 

1998a, 1998b; Bloom, 1968; Marzano, 2010; Sadler, 1989; Scriven, 1967), social constructivism 

(Vygotsky, 1962, 1978), and experiential learning (Dewey, 1897). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

This transcendental phenomenological study sought to understand the factors that 

contributed to middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in a 

semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  The chapter discusses the study’s 17 co-

researchers through the lens of demographic information collected through the initial screening 

protocol, incorporates a brief narrative of how each responded initially to three open-ended 

questions linked throughout the study, and includes a composite description of the focus group’s 

co-researchers with significant features of the group’s discussion.  The chapter presents results 

from the study through the study’s four research questions and discusses themes in the context of 

the research questions, which are aligned to the theoretical framework(s) for the study.  The 

chapter concludes with a summary. 

Participants 

Following purposeful sampling, 17 participants were invited to the study as co-

researchers and signed consent for individual interviews (see Appendix G Informed Consent 

Form for Individual Interviews) with the knowledge they may or may not be selected for the 

focus group.  The term co-researchers was taken from Fraelich (1989) and Moustakas (1994) and 

was used to describe the interactive relationship between the participants in this study and 

myself, as the primary researcher, allowing for a collaborative partnership as equals to construct 

a rich description of our relationship to the phenomenon under investigation.  After completion 

of the individual interviews, eight co-researchers signed consent for the focus group (see 

Appendix H Informed Consent Form for Focus Group Interview).  All co-researchers consented 

to the collection of lesson plans and submission of blank, teacher-generated formative 



109 

 

 


assessment samples.  Using purposeful sampling and applying maximum variation, I selected 17 

co-researchers for the study from their responses to demographic questions in the screening 

protocol.  The co-researchers consist of eight math teachers, four English language arts (ELA) 

teachers, four science teachers, and one social studies teacher.  Six co-researchers teach grade 6, 

four teach grade 7, and seven teach grade 8.  Pseudonyms were attributed to school and district 

location, co-researchers’ names, and names of others, such as building leadership and colleagues 

referred to during data collection, to ensure confidentiality of both setting and co-researchers.  

All quotes from co-researchers are presented verbatim, which includes verbal ticks and 

grammatical errors in speech and writing.  This format serves to capture the authentic shared, 

lived experiences of the co-researchers with the phenomenon of formative assessment practices. 

Table 1 describes the demographic data of the co-researchers for the study.  
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Table 1  

Co-Researcher Demographic Information 

 

Pseudonym Gender 
Middle school 

(Pseudonym) 
Grade 

Years in 

grade 

Years in 

middle 

school 

Other level Content area 
Years in 

content 

Tim Male Brighthouse 8 5 8.5 Not applicable Math 8 

Kim Female Applegate 6 4 4 Not applicable Math 4 

April Female Applegate 7 6 11 Elementary ELA 11 

Melinda Female Capstone 8 2 2 Not applicable Math 2 

Angela * Female Applegate 6 1 4 High School Social Studies 2 

Andrea * Female Dartmouth 7 5 10 Not applicable Math 10 

Brenda * Female Applegate 7 5 12 Elementary Math 5 

Lisa * Female Applegate 6 7 23 Not applicable ELA 12 

Brittany * Female Dartmouth 6 11 12 Not applicable Science 12 

Teresa Female Capstone 8 9 11 High School Science 8 

Kathy Female Dartmouth 8 2 8 Not applicable ELA 8 

Melissa Female Dartmouth 8 2 6 Not applicable ELA/SS 6 

Ben Male Applegate 6 6 15 Not applicable Science 15 

Kateline Female Dartmouth 8 1.3 1.3 Not applicable Science 1.3 

Pamela * Female Capstone 8 10 23 High School Math 15 

Jack * Male Brighthouse 6 8 8 Not applicable Math 8 

Patricia * Female Capstone 7 5 6 Elementary Math 6 

 

Note: * Indicates focus group co-researcher 
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Tim 

 Tim has over eight years of experience as an educator that have all been at the middle 

school level.  He taught eighth grade math for five of those years.  The others years, he taught 

math in grades 6 and 7.  He teaches math with one other male teacher, five other teachers in his 

same grade, and 15 other teachers in Brighthouse Middle School (pseudonym).  Tim participated 

in his district’s first cohort of the Math Design Collaborative (MDC), a district initiative to train 

and coach math teachers in the implementation of formative assessment lessons (FALs) (see 

Appendix N Sample of Math FAL).  Tim’s students are predominantly enrolled in either general 

education and/or special education.  In his initial replies, Tim did not add anything to the 

definition of formative assessment practices provided in the screening protocol and responded 

that he incorporated formative assessments “each unit, about once a month” (Tim, screening 

protocol, October 19, 2015) when asked how often he used formative assessment practices with 

middle school students.  Tim described the types of formative assessment practices he uses as 

“MARS math assessments” (Tim, screening protocol, October 19, 2015).  Tim learned to 

implement these assessments during the MDC initiative. 

Kim 

 Kim’s teaching experience spans a four-year period where she has taught math in grade 6 

for all of those years.  She teaches with two other female math teachers in grade 6, six other 

academic teachers in the grade level, and 17 additional teachers in the middle school.  Kim’s 

school, Applegate Middle School (pseudonym), is one of the largest in the district, and she 

teaches a diverse population of students enrolled in general and gifted education, as well as 

English learners.  Kim participated in her district’s second MDC cohort where she received 

training and coaching.  In her individual interview, she commented about the math FALs:  
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You do get a lot out of the lessons, but I wish there was more time to devote to them 

because I see the positive influence they have on teachers and students.  More than any 

other assessment, those really pick up where the holes are with students.  (Kim, 

individual interview, November 13, 2015) 

In Kim’s responses from the screening protocol, she suggested an addition to the definition of 

formative assessment practices.  She said, “I would include the depth of the formative lesson.  It 

is not a quick check-up, but rather a detailed, scripted lesson which challenges students on a 

deeper level through assessments and requires students to create a product” (Kim, screening 

protocol, October 19, 2015).  This may have been a reference to the products created during the 

FALs.  Further, Kim reported, “I use formative assessments about once a week” (Kim, screening 

protocol, October 19, 2015).  When asked about the types of formative assessment she uses, Kim 

responded:  

In a perfect world, where time is not an option, I would use FAL's about once every unit.  

Normally, I have time to implement a formative assessment lesson every other unit, 

which is about every 4 weeks or so.  Other assessments I use are ticket-out-the-door, 

think-write-pair-share, probing questions, quizzes, summarizing sentences in our 

interactive notebooks, etc. (Kim, screening protocol, October 19, 2015) 

April 

 April is an ELA teacher in grade 7 at Applegate Middle School (pseudonym).  She has 

taught this content area for 11 years, and she has taught in several different middle schools.  

Additionally, April taught 10 years at the elementary level before teaching middle school.  She 

teaches with one other female ELA teacher in her grade level, seven other academic teachers in 

the same grade level, and 16 other teachers in the middle school. April’s students are enrolled in 
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regular education, gifted education and special education.  When asked about the definition of 

formative assessment practices in the screening protocol, she commented:  

I'm not sure if you need to include this in the definition, but I generally think of formative 

assessments being low risk for students—as in not necessarily graded. Also, I think it 

needs to be evaluated quickly to be effective.  (April, screening protocol, October 20, 

2015) 

April reported her frequency of use as “nearly daily informally, more formally once or twice a 

week” (April, screening protocol, October 20, 2015).  The types of formative assessments she 

uses include “electronic forms such as surveys, Google forms, Kahoot, PearDeck, today's meet, 

remind 101, tickets out the door, journal entries, discussion, observation, warm-up work, games, 

self and peer review/evaluation, hand signals allowing students to show how much they know” 

(April, screening protocol, October 20, 2015). 

Melinda 

 Melinda is one of two co-researchers in this study who are second-year teachers.  She 

teaches math in grade 8, and she has taught in this grade and at this middle school both of those 

years.  Melinda is one of four math teachers in grade 8, eight other academic teachers in grade 8, 

and 21 other teachers in the middle school.  Her students represent a diverse population of 

students enrolled in regular education and gifted education, as well as English learners.  Melinda 

participated in MDC cohort three last year and stated about the FALs: 

I know as a district, formative assessments are an expectation and that is per unit, which I 

have found almost fundamental this year.  Uh, initially, they were intimidating, but as 

you begin to work through them and understand them better yourself, uh, you are able to 

give your students that expectation, and they are much more successful.  And I found that 
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the productive struggle that the students have is awesome.  They tend to dig and get into 

some of the formative assessment lessons we have given. (Melinda, individual interview, 

November 10, 2015) 

Melinda agreed with the definition provided in the screening protocol and reported, “I use 

formative assessment practices at least once per unit.  This would be the equivalent of 

approximately once every 3 weeks” (Melinda, screening protocol, October 21, 2015).  The types 

used in her math classes include the “math based formative assessment practices aligned with the 

8th grade common core standards” (Melinda, screening protocol, October 21, 2015).  These two 

responses refer to the FALs implemented through the MDC cohort. 

Angela 

 Angela teaches social studies in grade 6 at Applegate Middle School (pseudonym) where 

she recently transferred after previously teaching in another middle school for four years and an 

additional 13 years at the high school level.  She teaches with one other female social studies 

teacher in grade 6, seven other academic teachers in grade 6, and 16 other teachers in the middle 

school.  Angela’s school instructional coach and administrators have complimented her use of 

questioning strategies during instruction.  Angela believes intentional questioning supports the 

learning of all students.  Angela integrates the use of writing as a formative assessment in her 

classes and explained:  

They [the students] are realizing they do better when they are able to write and expand on 

. . . and I think maybe they have to think about it versus if they are just looking at an abcd 

answer choice, they are just focused on that abcd, and you wonder if they are really tying 

it all together.  You do not know that unless they write it, and you know that they know 

in the writing part.  (Angela, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 
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Adding to the definition of formative assessment practices, she stated, “Formative Assessment 

can also in form a teacher of weaknesses in prior learning” (Angela, screening protocol, October 

22, 2015).  When responding to the question about her frequency of use, she responded, “I use 

formative assessment daily and often” (Angela, screening protocol, October 22, 2015).  The 

types of formative assessment practices she implements in her social studies classes include 

“thumbs up, stand-up, frequent questions and short answer responses” (Angela, screening 

protocol, October 22, 2015). 

Andrea 

 Andrea has taught math in grade 7 at Dartmouth Middle School (pseudonym) for five 

years. She has taught middle school math for 10 years.  Andrea participated in her district’s very 

first MDC cohort, and she often models the FALs for other math teachers in her building and 

across the district.  In addition, she co-teaches with another math teacher in her grade and is 

considered by her colleagues as an expert in the use of white boards for formative assessment.  

She commented about the comparison between formative and summative assessments by stating: 

What is the difference between formative and summative has been developing, you 

know, throughout my career as a teacher.  And knowing that you are actually formatively 

assessing a student on a daily basis, maybe even a minute basis, that okay if you ask them 

a question, whether it’s an easy, you know, easy question or even a thinking question, it 

is still formative assessment.  The only part of a summative assessment is if you put a 

grade on it, so.  (Andrea, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

During the screening protocol, Andrea liked the definition provided and stated, “Formative 

assessments whether planned or unplanned, are used every day in my classroom” (Andrea, 

screening protocol, October 22, 2015).  When asked about the types of formative assessment 
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practices implemented in her classroom, Andrea offered that she uses “warm-ups, questioning, 

tickets-out-the door, group discussions, conferencing, white boards (see the students work), 

Kahoot, and pre-tests” (Andrea, screening protocol, October 22, 2015).   

Brenda 

 Brenda teaches math to grade 7 students at Applegate Middle School (pseudonym) where 

she has taught the same grade level for five years.  Brenda has taught middle school for a total of 

12 years and elementary school for another five years.  As a math instructional leader in her 

building, Brenda participated in the district’s second MDC cohort and then presented during the 

initial training for cohort 3 due to her expertise in math inclusion education.  Brenda promotes 

peer assessment and interaction during instruction as a means of formative assessment.  She 

explained:  

What I have heard kids say and totally just informally asking them is that they are just a 

little more comfortable.  You know, I speak teacher speak.  I try to speak kids speak, but 

it is still teacher talk, and their peers speak kids speak and so sometimes that helps a lot 

of them.  Quite frankly, a lot of them are just too shy to take help from a teacher.  They 

would much rather take help from their neighbor.  (Brenda, individual interview, 

November 19, 2015) 

With regard to the definition provided in the screening protocol, Brenda answered, “I would add 

that it is an informal, quick check” (Brenda, screening protocol, October 23, 2015).  She reported 

conducting formative assessments “three or four times a week” (Brenda, screening protocol, 

October 23, 2015), and explained the types of FAPs used in her math class as:  

tickets out the door, having students work a couple of problems at the end of the lesson, 

thumbs up, thumbs down, having students hold up to indicate their level of 



116 

 

 


understanding, individual problem checks, having students work a couple of problems in 

their notes and checking each individually for understanding.  (Brenda, screening 

protocol, October 23, 2015) 

Lisa 

 Lisa has taught middle school her entire career of 23 years in education.  She worked 12 

years as an ELA teacher and spent seven years in grade 6.  Lisa teaches with one male ELA 

teacher in grade 6, seven other academic teachers in grade 7, and 16 additional academic 

teachers in Applegate Middle School (pseudonym).  Lisa’s teaching team in grade 6 

implemented student stations as a model this school year and has found success in this endeavor.  

She explained that data from one formative assessment used across her district aided with 

flexible grouping of students.  Lisa said:  

We have an unusual situation that’s kind of new this year because my other language arts 

teacher and I have rooms that join and we’ve taken the wall down and so we used the 

data to make groups for both our classes and then we split up the teaching and use 

stations or use parallel teaching with different things going on in different groups and we 

discovered that once we made the groups based on their MAP data we could arrange the 

groups in a variety of ways whether it needed to be homogenous or if it needed to be 

high-medium or medium-low.  (Lisa, individual interview, November 16, 2015) 

When answering the screening protocol, Lisa accepted the definition provided as stated and 

reported her frequency of use, stating, “I use it in one form or another every day.  Informally . . . 

observation, questions . . . More formally-2 times per week” (Lisa, screening protocol, October 

24, 2015).  The types of FAPs used in her ELA classroom include “surveys: thumbs up/down, 
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notecard, TOD [ticket out the door], tell your shoulder partner, written, short quiz, and circle the 

best” (Lisa, screening protocol, October 24, 2015). 

Brittany 

 Brittany teaches grade 6 science at Dartmouth Middle School (pseudonym) and has 

taught grade 6 for 11 years.  She has taught science for 12 years and joined the staff last year.  

Brittany teaches with one male science teacher in grade 6, five other academic teachers in grade 

6, and 13 additional teachers in her middle school.  Brittany suggested one addition to the 

definition provided in the screening protocol.  She wanted to include “something about the 

assessment does not have to be graded” (Brittany, screening protocol, October 25, 2015).  When 

asked about the frequency of FAPs used in her classroom, she reported, “At least once a week 

for graded assessment but as often as once a day for non-graded assessment” (Brittany, screening 

protocol, October 25, 2015).  The types of FAPs used in Brittany’s science classes include 

“quizzes, tests, constructed response questions, summary of lesson or notes (DLIQ) [did, learned, 

interesting, questions], tickets out the door questions, starter questions, reading review questions, 

video review questions from sources like Brain Pop or Study Jams, and hand motions” (Brittany, 

screening protocol, October 25, 2015).  During her individual interviews, Brittany added:  

In science, I do a lot more questions, tickets-out-the-door, analyze, summarize, things 

like that.  In math, it’s answer these problems because math is more systematic that way.  

Okay, here’s what I taught you today.  Now, show me that you can do it, and it’s more of 

a show me where with science it’s more of an evaluate or summarize.  It is some 

regurgitate for definitions, but they are slightly different. (Brittany, individual interview, 

December 4, 2015) 
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Teresa 

 Teresa teaches grade 8 science at Capstone Middle School (pseudonym), one of the 

largest in the district.  She has taught middle school for 11 years and spent nine years in grade 8.  

In addition, Teresa taught high school science for 16 years and math in middle school, but she 

prefers teaching science.  Teresa teaches with two other science professionals in grade 8, eight 

other academic teachers in grade 8, and 19 additional teachers schoolwide.  Her student 

population represents diverse students enrolled in general education, gifted education, and 

special education, as well as English learners.  Teresa embraces experiential learning in a lab 

environment and digital tools for formative assessment. She explained:  

I guess the one I use most often is Quizdom where I teach them some content and they 

answer with a remote.  I can look at a graph to see what they chose, and I might can 

figure out why they chose that and then redirect.  That’s why I use that most often.  A lot 

of time I use performance assessments when they are doing labs.  They’ll have to come 

up and show me what they did and explain why they did it.  Often, when I am just 

walking around, I will spot check for a specific item to see if they got that one and if they 

understood it.  (Teresa, individual interview, November 12, 2015) 

Teresa did not change or add to the definition provided in the screening protocol.  She stated her 

frequency of use with FAPs as “about once a week” (Teresa, screening protocol, October 25, 

2015) and further emphasized the use of digital tools when explaining the types of FAPs used 

with her students.  Teresa reported, “Quizzes, Versatiles, and Qwizdom questions using remotes 

for student responses” (Teresa, screening protocol, October 25, 2015).  Although she plans to 

retire in the next few years, she expresses high expectations for meeting standards set in her 

building but lacks confidence.  When discussing professional learning with FAPs, she stated, “I 



119 

 

 


think mine just is not good enough to match theirs.  There you go.  That is what I think” (Teresa, 

individual interview, November 12, 2015).   

Kathy 

 Kathy entered teaching eight years ago from a career in business.  She has taught English 

and language arts with two years spent in grade 8 and the other six years in grade 7.  All her 

experience has been in the same middle school where she works with one other female ELA 

teacher in grade 8, four other academic teachers in grade 8, and 13 additional teachers in the 

middle school.  She teaches primarily students enrolled in general education and gifted education 

in one of the smaller middle schools in the district.  Kathy aims to be intentional with her use of 

FAPs.  However, she expressed her thoughts on how planning and practice work together:  

I may have to scaffold.  I may have to bring back.  If it is answered quickly, I know that I 

can go on further until I hit a stopping point.  I think understanding that formative 

assessment is not necessarily formal.  I can write it into my lesson plans, but it happens 

so much that you can’t really plan every time for it.  Just know that if you are doing it, it 

will happen all the time.  (Kathy, individual interview, December 4, 2015) 

Kathy declined to add anything to the definition of FAPs provided in the screening protocol.  

When asked to report her frequency of use, she indicated, “I formative assess throughout the 

each day” (Kathy, screening protocol, October 27, 2015).  Kathy provided a generous list of the 

types of FAPs used in her classroom:  

Number of fingers up on level of understanding, Ticket out the door, Standing up when 

you have found the answer, Walking around the class as students work to assess 

understanding, Tell me what your neighbor said, Quizzes before tests, and Tell me what 

you think I said.  (Kathy, screening protocol, October 27, 2015) 
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Melissa 

Melissa works with Kathy in Dartmouth Middle School (pseudonym) in grade 8 and 

teaches ELA and social studies.  She has taught for two years in grade 8 and spent the other four 

years in grade 6.  Melissa attributes her grouping strategies in class to coaching support she 

received several years ago, and she enjoys teaching both subjects where she can integrate 

standards and design interdisciplinary units.  When asked about the definition of FAPs, Melissa 

asserted that “formative assessments should be used every minute of class and not just at the end 

of the lesson” (Melissa, screening protocol, October 27, 2015).  She uses FAPs daily, and 

provided a list of the types she uses in her classroom.  Melissa stated, “I use pair/share (elbow 

partner), turn and talk (with direction stated), sticky notes (main idea, what you think I taught 

today), 3-2-1, and lots of observation” (Melissa, screening protocol, October 27, 2015).  Melissa 

supported her belief in the frequent use of FAPs during the individual interview.  Formative 

assessment, she said:  

It helps me catch those deficits before the actual assessment because if I see that they’re 

not getting something at that moment, then I can deal with it then while it’s still fresh or 

while they’re still working on it instead of waiting until afterwards when we try to get 

that feedback at the end.  It’s often difficult to go back and get something but if you’re 

watching and observing and doing it moment by moment then it’s easier to catch when 

they need that extra help.  (Melissa, individual interview, December 1, 2015) 

Ben 

 Ben has worked at two different middle schools in the district and has taught science for 

15 years.  He has taught science in grade 6 for six years, and he teaches science with one female 

teacher at Applegate Middle School (pseudonym).  Ben’s middle school contains a high 
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population of English learners, and he also works with students enrolled in general education and 

gifted education.  Ben has transitioned to using instructional modules over the last few years that 

progress according to the students’ needs and has piloted several digital initiatives in his school.  

He discussed the benefits of digital formative assessments in his individual interview and 

delineated: 

Many of them are digital . . . Kahoot, uh, Socrative, I have used because the kids are 

getting instant feedback.  They can see . . . oops, I got it wrong, or I didn’t get it wrong.  I 

like Socrative better because, um, they are not competing against the other students.  

They’re seeing their real-time and how they are doing.  Kahoot seems to be more of a 

competitive based, and the kids see . . . hey, I am at the top of the class, more than . . . oh, 

I missed that question and why did I miss that question.  Um, so if I am trying to see 

where they are based, I will probably use Socrative more than I will Kahoot. Kahoot is 

good for the in-the-moment . . . hey, I need something really quick to figure out what 

they’re doing.  Socrative would be more like . . . something is coming up.  (Ben, 

individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

Ben did not add to the definition of FAPs provided, and he reported his frequency of use as “two 

to three times a week” (Ben, screening protocol, October 28, 2015).  When asked about the 

common types of FAPs he uses, Ben said, “Question/response, sentences frames, written short 

answer, Kahoot, ticket out the door, Socrative, and Brain Pop” (Ben, screening protocol, October 

28, 2015).   

Kateline 

 Kateline is in her second year as a teacher, and she has taught science in grade 8 both 

years.  Kateline teaches with a male teacher in grade 8, four other academic teachers, and 13 
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additional content area teachers.  She works in one of the smaller middle schools in her district.  

However, she teaches a diverse population of students enrolled in gifted education and regular 

education, as well as English learners.  Kateline emphasized the importance of getting to know 

the needs of the whole learner throughout the study.  For example, she discussed one of her daily 

routines and its importance.  Kateline said:  

To really know my students has been the biggest change as far as my teaching has gone.  

I stand at the door every morning and greet my students. How are you? How are you?  

Good morning.  It’s been a good break, but it’s nice to see you again.  Monday morning 

was the long break after Thanksgiving of having nine days off.  One of the kids said, “I 

missed your good morning every day.”  You do not know.  That may be the only good 

morning they get every day.  Most of them gets themselves ready while their parents are 

at work.  They need to see that somebody is on their team each day.  Somebody is here 

and they are here for me.  That is really important. (Kateline, individual interview, 

December 1, 2015) 

When asked to contribute to the definition of FAPs, Kateline replied:  

I love how this is called a learning check-up.  Something else that maybe could be 

mentioned is how this takes different forms.  Sometimes, I feel like we automatically 

assume that it has to come at the end of the lesson and be a TOTD [ticket out the door], 

but there are some many other forms.  (Kateline, screening protocol, October 28, 2015) 

Kateline provided a detailed description of her use of frequency.  She stated, “I typically use 

formative assessments once or twice per lesson dependent on how new the information is.  If the 

information has just been unleashed, I usually wait a little bit longer to formatively assess” 

(Kateline, screening protocol, October 28, 2015).  She described the types used as “tickets out 
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the door, 1 minute essay, 3 minute CSET [claim, set-up, tie-in, and evidence], 3-2-1, twitter, 

Instagram, hand signals, observations, and quizzes and much more” (Kateline, screening 

protocol, October 28, 2015).   

Pamela 

 Pamela has taught middle school math for 15 years and has spent 10 of those years in 

grade 8.  She has 23 years total experience in middle school and participated in her district’s 

second MDC cohort.  Pamela’s instructional coach, as well as her building and district leadership 

ask her frequently to model FALs for new teachers, others in her building, and math teachers 

across the district.  By her own admission, Pamela does not accept change easily and wants to be 

convinced of a strategy’s usefulness before accepting it.  Although she did not really like the 

FALs at first, Pamela’s desire to use them occurred after teaching one focused on scientific 

notation.  In fact, she explained:  

This is one of the first ones that I did with that group and it was a card sort where you 

matched up the atoms and at the end of the class one of the girls came up to me that 

proclaims how she’s terrible at math and she said, “Thank you for doing this.  This was 

one of the best math things I’ve ever done,” and I was like, “This is awesome,” and I 

mean I’ll never forget her coming up and she was like, “You can do more things like 

this,” and that really stuck with me the last several years and to me that’s probably been 

the most beneficial to just know that she had that buy-in and that’s one FAL Lesson that 

I’ve continued the last two years.  (Pamela, individual interview, November 11, 2015) 

Pamela like the definition of FAPs provided.  When asked about her frequency of use, she stated, 

“I try to do one form or another each day, but in reality, I would say 3 or 4 times a week” 

(Pamela, screening protocol, November 2, 2015).  The types of FAPs used in her classroom 
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include “FALs from the state, whiteboards, grade a few problems on their work, and starter type 

problems to group them into what they need to work on” (Pamela, screening protocol, November 

2, 2015). 

Jack 

 Jack has taught grade 6 math eight years.  He serves frequently on school and district 

leadership teams for lesson design and review of common formative assessments implemented in 

the district.  Further, Jack has been selected twice to work with a national organization that 

designs curriculum for educators.  He teaches math with another male educator in his grade, six 

other teachers in grade 6, and 14 additional academic teachers in his middle school.  He serves 

diverse students enrolled in general education, gifted education, and special education, as well as 

English learners.  Jack emphasized the importance of students connecting their thoughts both 

verbally and in writing.  Jack stated:  

Some kids can explain it verbally no problem.  In fact, most kids can.  It’s when it’s 

taking it and having to write it out, that’s where they struggle.  Verbally my kids are 

talking every day about what we’re doing, uh, about the process, and not just, “Hey this is 

the answer,” but that’s the, I mean, I get them to talking about why they chose what they 

did and if they can’t do that then I feel like I need to either give them the words to say, 

um, give them examples of how to say it and let them pick what makes sense.  Um, so I 

do try to scaffold that but for the most part I want them to create their own coherent 

thoughts about the process so I use one-on-one questioning more than anything else.  And 

then after that I just do quick observations.  (Jack, individual interview, November 9, 

2015) 
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In the screening protocol, Jack wanted to clarify how FAPs occur right in the moment of 

teaching.  He explained:  

I know the phrase "future instruction" means "from this point forward" but I also consider 

it to mean current instruction as well.  Sometimes formative assessment occurs within the 

middle of teaching a new concept and it's important to adjust that teaching if it becomes 

apparent that students aren't grasping what is being taught.  (Jack, screening protocol, 

November 4, 2015) 

Additionally, he emphasized a high frequency of use.  Jack stated:  

According to the definition, I use a form of formative assessment daily.  However, I do 

not use the formative assessment with all students every day.  In terms of all students, I 

try to use some type of formative assessment at least once or twice a week.  (Jack, 

screening protocol, November 4, 2015) 

When discussing the types of FAPs most frequently used, Jack listed them as: 

exit slips, quizzes, practice problems, describing to a partner how to do something, quick 

nod, thumbs up/ down, watching body language, one-on-one questioning, student 

descriptions of a process or concept, fingers up (1-5; 1 being "got it" and 5 being "I have 

no clue"), cold calling, and listening to student conversations.  (Jack, screening protocol, 

November 4, 2015) 

Patricia 

 Patricia has taught middle school for six years.  She has spent five years in grade 7 math 

and has seven prior years of elementary school experience.  Patricia teaches alongside two other 

math educators in her grade, six additional academic teachers, and 22 other teachers in her 

middle school.  The students she teachers represent diverse populations, including English 
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learners and students enrolled in special education, regular education, and gifted education.  She 

participated in the district’s second MDC cohort.  Patricia highlighted the importance of FAPs 

for differentiation during her individual interview.  She explained:  

I have Special Ed students in that class, umm, and it helped them tremendously being 

able to see it and so that way they could, almost as quickly as some of the higher level 

students, instead of having to write it down and think it through, they were actually able 

to highlight, underline and be able to get to it almost as quickly as the other students 

because they had to show the other students how we could paraphrase some things, and 

so that way they were both able to try and get the answer at about the same time.  They 

were like, “Oh I’m just underlining this and they had to write but by the time they wrote 

they had underlined,” and they were getting the answer closer to the same amount of 

time.  (Patricia, individual interview, November 13, 2015) 

Patricia declined to add to the definition of FAPs provided, and she reported her frequency of use 

as “daily and weekly” (Patricia, screening protocol, November 4, 2015).  When asked to describe 

the types of FAPs she uses in her classroom, Patricia stated, “Thumbs up/down do you agree or 

disagree with an answer, write the answer on paper, and 1 question do they get it” (Patricia, 

screening protocol, November 4, 2015). 

Focus Group Participants  

 Eight middle school co-researchers participated in the focus group representing all four of 

the school sites in the study.  The group included five math teachers, one ELA teacher, one 

science teacher, and one social studies teacher with four educators teaching grade 6, three 

teaching grade 7, and one teaching grade 8.  Seven of the co-researchers were female and one 

was male.  The co-researchers in the focus group have a combined 96 years of teaching 
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experience in middle school.  The group clarified an important distinction of FAPs during 

discussion and focused attention on the relationship between lesson planning and practice.  The 

instructional aspect of being in the moment is described by Angela: 

I do think certainly that it is in some ways the biggest component for driving instruction 

and kind of like what you mentioned, you do not always know you are doing it until you 

are there in the moment doing what you are doing whether it be an activity or a 

discussion.  You really may not know what direction your either review or maybe doing 

some enrichment will go until you are in the moment to do the formative assessment.  

(Angela, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

The focus group also discussed the importance of using common terminology when referring to 

formative assessment practices.  Several co-researchers mentioned the benefits of FAPs for all 

students, especially for differentiation.  Jack encapsulated these ideas during the focus group.  He 

said:  

I think I have always done formative assessment.  I just didn’t know it was called 

formative assessment.  In my teacher training, it was maybe called check for 

understanding or we all had these different words, but I think now the word is formative 

assessment.  It is assessment that informs your teaching.  I think it very much relates to 

differentiation, like you said.  I think there are some generic differentiation strategies that 

we have for certain groups and populations, but then you have just that huge chunk of 

regular old kids who need to be differentiated in a small way the next day.  That is where 

the formative assessment comes in and either strengthens our preconceived ideas of what 

we thought we saw in the classroom that day or it goes against it, and I’m moronic 

because they had it, and I did not even have a clue they had it.  So I think it is becoming 
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more aware of what formative assessment is and allowing it to help us differentiate either 

the next minute or the next day or whenever it happens to be.  (Jack, focus group, January 

7, 2016) 

Ultimately, the most centrally discussed idea focused on the need for differentiated professional 

learning for teachers.  While the co-researchers praised the district and their schools for a 

positive environment and support for professional learning, the focus group felt the amount of 

innovative practices presented were overwhelming.  Lisa stated:  

I do not think it is a matter of quantity.  It’s the quality.  It’s the variety of things.  Why 

should I sit through something I have been through 23 times when there is something else 

like some technology formative assessments I could go to.  We should have choice 

because that is part of formative assessment.  Can you choose something else?  Can you 

go on and do something else because you already have this?  It should not be any 

different with adults than with kids.  (Lisa, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

Andrea agreed with this idea and added that making a shift in professional learning practice 

would impact school culture.  Andrea explained:  

And I think they need to be aware that some people who have been in the building 

multiple years and maybe others have not, we have learned something previously that 

they just were not here to learn.  So they should just keep that in mind.  Maybe I have to 

do a little more professional development on this, but I think also making it an option, for 

example, the principal might require certain people to attend a professional development, 

but then make it optional for others.  Nobody has to know who is required, and nobody 

has to know who took the option.  That might make the better school culture.  (Andrea, 

focus group, January 7, 2016) 
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The collegial environment within the middle schools and across the district provided the co-

researchers in the focus group with a platform to demonstrate an ease of communication and 

sharing of ideas during the research study. 

Results 

The results of this study were identified through analysis of a screening protocol, 

individual interviews, a focus group discussion, and the review of site documents.  Initial 

generation of codes and coding of primary documents occurred with the aid of ATLAS.ti 

qualitative software.  The software provided the platform to upload hundreds of pages of primary 

document transcripts, identify codes, code primary documents through multiple cycles of coding, 

merge codes as result of continued discovery of meaning and essences, and identify themes 

linked to the study’s four research questions.  Further, the software allowed for the linking of 

codes to the questions asked in the individual interviews and focus group discussion.  These 

questions were already linked through design to the study’s research questions and theoretical 

framework(s) and were connected to the foundation of literature related to this study.  Codes are 

detailed and organized by research questions in the Enumeration Table (see Appendix M for 

Enumeration Table).  ATLAS.ti served as a vehicle for identifying themes for this 

transcendental, phenomenological study of middle school teachers’ implementation of formative 

assessment practices.  Answers to the study’s four research questions were provided through data 

analysis of a screening protocol, 17 individual interviews, a focus group discussion with eight 

co-researchers, and a review of site documents, including lesson plans from all co-researchers 

and samples of teacher-generated formative assessments.  The theoretical framework(s) for this 

study, formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning, frame the 

rich, descriptive nature of the discussion for each research question. 
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Research Question One 

The first research question, “How do middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest 

Georgia school district describe their implementation of formative assessment practices?” sought 

from co-researchers detailed descriptions of their implementation of formative assessment 

practices.  Their responses were aligned and coded to research question one from the screening 

protocol (see Appendix D for Screening Protocol, questions 11-13), the individual interviews 

(see questions 1-3), and the focus group.  The three main components of this research question 

centered on questions related to the definition of FAPs, the frequency of use of FAPs, and the 

most common types of FAPs.  These elements also presented themselves in the lesson plans and 

teacher-generated sample formative assessments.  Consequently, data analysis identified one 

central theme to describe the co-researchers’ implementation of formative assessment 

practices—evolving implementation.   

The description of middle school teachers’ implementation of FAPS as an evolving 

implementation is grounded in formative assessment theory.  Specifically, if FAPs inform 

instruction and adjustments to that instruction in the moment and over time, then this theory and 

corresponding theme suggest that teachers also benefit from the FAPs.  Through practices, such 

as self-assessment, reflection, and professional interactions, teachers inform their own 

adjustments to the formative assessment practices implemented and their understanding of them.  

Further supporting this theme of evolving implementation, social constructivism, and 

experiential learning are evident in the social interactions between teachers and students, 

students and students, and teachers and their colleagues.  The act or experience of teaching itself 

reflects experiential learning as the teaching experience, the interaction between the learner and 

the environment, triggers growth and learning. 
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 Concerning the definition of FAPs, co-researchers’ descriptions range from those who 

accepted the definition provided as a whole to those who desired to add or change one portion of 

it to others who contributed an in-depth revision.  For example, 10 co-researchers accepted the 

definition, five offered slight additions, and four offered more extensive comments during the 

screening protocol.  Teresa said, “I would not change or add to the definition” (Teresa, screening 

protocol, October 25, 2015).  Brenda added, “I would add that it is an informal, quick check” 

(Brenda, screening protocol, October 23, 2015).  Jack contributed more extensively:  

I know the phrase "future instruction" means "from this point forward" but I also consider 

it to mean current instruction as well.  Sometimes formative assessment occurs within the 

middle of teaching a new concept and it's important to adjust that teaching if it becomes 

apparent that students aren't grasping what is being taught.  (Jack, screening protocol, 

November 4, 2015) 

This trend continued during the individual interviews.  However, as this theme suggests, the co-

researchers’ level of understanding continued to evolve.  Angela offered more during the 

individual interview. She stated:  

I think that probably at the root of the formative assessment is you really knowing where 

they are, so knowing if they are missing something in the background . . .it’s a building 

block, so that would certainly help to better lead your instruction.  (Angela, individual 

interview, November 19, 2015) 

April also added a more elaborated idea not originally offered during the screening protocol.  She 

discussed:  

I think that the only thing I think you would need to add would be something about it 

being regular or systematic and that it be purposeful check-up . . . that you are aware that 
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you are doing it and not just something you are doing for one kid, but that you are doing 

it for a multitude or for many.  (April, individual interview, November 16, 2015) 

Related to the frequency of use for FAPs, co-researchers reported a range across the 

continuum, including daily, weekly, several times a week, per unit of study, multiple times 

during a lesson, and minute by minute.  Data collection for this specific code did initiate in the 

screening protocol.  However, the most detailed, rich descriptions of frequency presented during 

the individual interviews.  April referenced how her frequency has shifted with the addition of 

digital technologies.  She explained: 

Now that I can do things digitally, I am more structured when I do them.  I am more 

aware, and I keep track of them and record them better.  I remember when I first started 

teaching, we would like do running records and I would keep them in a notebook and it 

would be, or on a notecard, and all that data was hard to keep it together.  It’s a little bit 

easier to keep it together now, so I am probably more frequent in the formality of that 

stuff than what I was before.  I don’t think that means I am assessing more, just a little bit 

differently.  (April, individual interview, November 16, 2015) 

During his individual interview, Ben shared that he shifted from the use of summative 

assessments to a greater focus on FAPs.  He offered this description: 

In the last year or so, I have done more personal one-on-one interviews with the kids, just 

so they know where their understanding and where their standing in the class is, and they 

seem to appreciate that more as they’re going, okay, I need to work harder, or I need to 

push myself a little more.  I would say in the last five years I do more formative than 

summative, except for the county benchmark and what-not.  (Ben, individual interview, 

November 19, 2015) 
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Further, Jack discussed an issue he identified as natural teaching and wanted to clarify this 

statement during the focus group.  His clarifying comments connect to the aspect of frequency. 

Jack explained:  

I remember reading it and thinking, wow that sounds really bad.  I meant I do not think 

someone can teach and not include formative assessment because then that is not 

teaching.  That is just lecturing or something.  Teaching is all encompassing of presenting 

new information, reviewing the old information, and then checking to see if that 

information was received.  The checking piece of teaching is the formative assessment 

piece, so I really don’t think that you can teach and not assess.  They are one and the 

same, so that is why I wanted to clarify that.  (Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

The types of FAPs most commonly used by the co-researchers also link to the theme of 

evolving implementation.  The co-researchers in the study described numerous types of FAPs 

from those they named, such as tickets out the door and thumbs up or thumbs down, to those 

they described, such as having students talk with a partner and listen to their responses, to others 

that fit in categories, such as observing, questioning, and writing.  Of the types of FAPs 

described by co-researchers, writing as formative assessment presented 38 times in the primary 

documents from interviews and the focus group.  This aspect of FAPs was unexpected.  Brenda 

described how she elicits writing in math.  She discussed:  

I always like to make them not just give me the answer, but they have to give me the 

answer in words. That is one of our essential questions this week.  How do we interpret 

unit rates with our math and with our words?  (Brenda, individual interview, November 

19, 2015) 

Ben related the aspect of writing as formative assessment in a manner that exposed his thoughts 
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about multiple-choice questions.  Ben offered:  

Probably my biggest influence was through my masters on curriculum and instruction 

and realizing that the multiple choice tests are really outdated.  You are not getting a 

good understanding of what the child knows.  If you have them write out an answer, 

explaining it, it raises their depth of knowledge a great deal.  You can understand where 

there might be gaps, and you can go back and pull out a small group from it.  It’s just 

changed how I look at where the child is.  (Ben, individual interview, November 19, 

2015) 

Several co-researchers referenced a writing framework implemented across the middle schools 

called CSET, which refers to a writing framework for argumentative writing where students 

make a Claim, followed by a Set-up, Evidence to support the claim, and a Tie-in.  While 

designed for argumentation, teachers across many content areas expressed using it for students to 

justify their answers or thinking.  This provides additional support for the theme of evolving 

implementation of FAPs.  Kim described one level of implementation with CSET and writing as 

formative assessment.  She stated, “We are using the CSET writing techniques in math this year, 

and I have pulled so many real-world math examples this year” (Kim, individual interview, 

November 13, 2015).  Lisa, an English and language arts teacher, explained:  

We’ve been working on CSET and working on argumentative essays and we have done a 

lot of modeling and a lot of doing things together so when I see them writing, copying 

things down, I can see that they’re following along with what I’m saying.  Maybe not 

whether they’re getting it yet but they’re at least attempting it so that’s a step in the right 

direction.  Then you can go a little step further and say, well, use the same information, 

use this outline I’ve used, use the same formula for CSET and write a paragraph on your 
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own, then that lets me know whether they can do it or not.  (Lisa, individual interview, 

November 16, 2015) 

Melinda, a second-year math teacher, offered a description of using CSET that helped her 

differentiate for a group of students who had not yet mastered the learning target for the day 

related to Pythagorean Theorem.  She said:  

I gave them one specific problem and asked them to perform a CSET with it.  So that was 

my formative assessment for the day, and as they began to tie in their information with 

that, some of them had difficulty with their explanation, so they understood . . . well, I 

plug this in here and this makes sense, but why really wasn’t coming to them.  So I was 

able to pull those students separately and talk to them about . . . well, this is why and 

gave them kind of “if then” sentences and was able to bring them along in their 

understanding.  (Melinda, individual interview, November 10, 2015) 

Ultimately, across all four content areas and grade levels, co-researchers described their use of 

writing as a FAP, and they presented varying levels of implementation with using it. 

Further, co-researchers identified an issue related to the types of FAPs.  The co-

researchers described a sense of confusion about not having a common language available to 

them to describe FAPs.  This trend presented in all aspects of data collection.  In the screening 

protocol, several co-researchers who taught math reported initially that they only used the FALs 

in math introduced to them during the district’s MDC initiative.  For example, Melinda said, “I 

use math based formative assessment practices aligned with the 8th grade common core 

standards” (Melinda, screening protocol, October 21, 2015).  Kim produced a similar response 

and stated, “In a perfect world, where time is not an option, I would use FAL's about once every 

unit.  Normally, I have time to implement a formative assessment lesson every other unit” (Kim, 
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screening protocol, October 19, 2015).  Following training and multiple coaching and modeling 

sessions of the MDC initiative, the district established the expectation for all math teachers to use 

a minimum of one FAL per unit in math at each grade level.  The math co-researchers 

understand this expectation and immediately associated FAPs with that expectation.   

During the individual interviews, the progression of questions produced additional 

responses that included types beyond those from the MDC cohort.  However, co-researchers 

continued to express the importance for a shared language to identify and describe the types of 

FAPs.  During the focus group discussion, this trend resurfaced.  Lisa described the confusion 

created in the absence of shared language.  She reflected:  

I don’t think anything I ever had in college was called formative assessment in my 

teacher training programs.  In fact, I was thinking today about some of the strategies that 

we use, and we call them formative assessments now, but they are also strategies from 

SIOP.  They are the same activities and the same design, but you call them different 

names at times depending on what program model you are using.  (Lisa, focus group, 

January 7, 2016) 

The theme of evolving implementation of FAPs suggests that middle school teachers in this 

semi-rural, north Georgia school district understand the tenets of the definition of FAPs, 

implement them with some consistency, and use a variety of types of FAPs, including innovative 

types that incorporate writing and digital tools.  Even with regard to the need for shared language 

to identify these practices, one co-researcher explained her thoughts and said, “I think that 

[shared language] is starting to happen. Since we have incorporated it into our lesson plans, there 

is more discussion, such as what did you put on formative assessment for this week” (Kathy, 

individual interview, December 4, 2015).  Additionally, Kathy offered one strategy to use FAPs 



137 

 

 


more consistently.  She suggested teachers “categorize the different types of formative 

assessments, so that action might help us.  If I am only doing this kind and not doing these 

others, then it might help me to maybe take it up a little bit” (Kathy, individual interview, 

December 4, 2015).   

Research Question Two 

Research question two, “What perceptions do middle school teachers have about how 

formative assessment theory and its practices influence their decisions to adjust instruction?” 

elicited from co-researchers the second highest family code count in the study, 383 times.  Co-

researchers provided thorough descriptions of their perceptions of FAPs and formative 

assessment theory as related to decisions to adjust instruction.  Further, the individual codes of 

perceptions of formative assessment theory and adjust instruction occurred 76 times and 110 

times respectively.  The questions used to collect responses align most directly to the individual 

interviews (see questions 4-7) and the focus group (see questions 5-6).  Co-researchers described 

their perceptions in terms of instructional experiences with FAPs, the influence FAPs have had 

on their overall assessment practices, adjustments made to instruction, and both successful and 

unsuccessful instances of using FAPs in their classrooms.  The 18 codes aligned to this research 

question identified a single theme to describe middle school teachers’ perceptions of FAPs and 

formative assessment theory—knowing their students. 

 The level of knowing reflected in the co-researchers vivid descriptions goes beyond 

learning a set of names each year.  The co-researchers’ image of knowing involves recognizing 

students as pivotal players in the actual FAPs, differentiating to meet their academic needs, and 

remembering not to neglect the social and cultural influences present in the classroom and 

beyond.  Further, the influence of the study’s three theoretical frameworks present visibly 
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through descriptions of the interactions present in peer-assessments, self-assessments, 

questioning exchanges and progressions, and the discussion of alignment between assessment 

and instruction.   

Pamela, a veteran math and middle school teacher, described how she used FAPs, 

differentiated, and adjusted the instruction based on data when using white boards.  Pamela 

indicated: 

We were doing a problem and they held up their answer and I checked really quickly to 

see who was getting that type of problem and I adjusted the problems that we were 

working on and even split into two groups to continue practicing.  (Pamela, individual 

interview, November 11, 2015) 

Patricia detailed her own experience where FAPs, differentiation, and the learning needs of a 

special education student took priority.  In this case, an instructional decision emerges because 

the student’s ability to demonstrate learning target mastery indicated readiness for assessment, so 

assess formatively is what Patricia did.  She explained:  

I said, “Okay, going back to our essential questions that are on the board, this is your 

essential question.  What would you do?”  She could tell me exactly what I needed to do.  

I said, “Okay that’s when we’re going to check it off and say we know she knows how to 

do it,” because she can explain it to us in words but there was no way she got it on that 

test.  It was like too much for her to input and output and be able to get it right, but we 

knew she could tell us what it was.  (Patricia, individual interview, November 13, 2015) 

Yet another co-researcher emphasized the simplicity of FAPs and differentiation.  She said, 

“Every time I give an assessment and the kids do or don’t do well, it changes the way I teach that 

in the future to that group or to a different group” (April, individual interview, November 16, 
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2015). 

One co-researcher, a second-year science teacher, expressed the social and cultural aspect 

of knowing her students related to assessment practices.  Kateline argued:  

I think . . . not even assessments for learning, while I do agree that I use it towards 

learning, but even sometimes to gauge how their day is going.  Sometimes, I use them as 

an assessment of okay, where are you today?  Are you here with me?  What happened 

this morning?  How do I get you back into this lesson?  I think I even use it almost 

emotionally and socially to see how this is going.  I would add that it is a way to assess 

not just learning, but are we ready to assess the learning?  (Kateline, individual interview, 

December 1, 2015) 

Further, relating perspectives from the classroom and as a parent, April warned that students 

often confuse assessment practices with certain social norms.  She explained:  

I have children of my own, and one of my daughters came home in 6
th

 grade and said, “I 

do not know why I got a C mom.  I think it’s just because my teacher does not like me.  

My teachers liked me last year, and I did well.”  She had no idea that a grade had 

anything to do with something other than who she was as a person.  (April, individual 

interview, November 16, 2015) 

Several co-researchers saw aspects of social and cultural influences within classroom culture.  

For example, Ben discussed the importance of timing in the classroom with regard to FAPs and 

the contrast between formative and summative assessments.  He reported:  

Just knowing your students, I think summative assessment is too long, too big of a gap 

between the information that the child or student gets before the summative assessment.  

Formative assessment I think is a more, a better timestamp, uh, I would put it in trying to 
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understand where their learning is and seeing where you have to go back and assess.  

(Ben, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

In contrast, Andrea described the importance of establishing a classroom environment where 

openness in interactions between the teacher and students provides opportunity for FAPs to 

flourish.  She discussed:  

I am just very open with the kids and say it’s okay to make mistakes.  Um, we can learn 

from each other because it helps me as a teacher grow.  Um, to go, okay, you know what, 

I had not thought about that, especially with my gifted kids because they challenge me a 

lot to explain something.  And this group, this year, wants to know why.  They’re all 

about the whys.  And so you have to step back and go, let me think, okay, explain it, and 

I actually came up with something better this time to help explain it, but yes, just have an 

open [discussion] and say it’s okay.  We can make mistakes, but we are going to learn. 

We are gonna start from the beginning, and you will be able to show me up to the very 

end what you know.  (Andrea, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

Co-researchers provided descriptions of elements related to this code 32 times during the 

individual interviews and the focus group.  All eight codes in this family combined for a total of 

187 references linked to socio-cultural influences. 

While the previous examples focus on the theme of knowing their students through the 

lens of the social and cultural influences, co-researchers felt that adopting such practices also 

engage students as active participants in FAPs.  Describing an interaction from a student 

observing her instruction of another student, Andrea described how the observer became the 

active participant through peer assessment.  She stated:  
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And another boy . . . chirped in from behind and said, you can’t mix apples with oranges, 

so it is combined.  So I was like, you know, that was the formative assessment telling me 

that they had learned last year, and they still remembered it.  So I was pretty excited 

about that one.  (Andrea, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

Another co-researcher expressed student involvement in FAPs through self-assessment, stating, 

“I think when you have students, and it is more student-centered, they’re going to . . . it’s going 

to mean even more, and they are going to learn from assessing themselves” (Angela, individual 

interview, November 19, 2015).  Further, Angela asserted that just as students have an active role 

in FAPs the teacher must also engage in modeling these behaviors for the benefit of the students.  

Angela stated:  

They are learning to assess themselves along the way as part of the process.  I certainly 

hope that the students I have had in AP [advanced placement] courses, moving through 

school are able to do that internally, but it takes practice.  They have to be in classes 

where teachers are really working hard to do that. (Angela, focus group, January 7, 2015) 

Continuing this trend, Jack reacted during the focus group and posited that students would 

benefit in equal measure if not more.  Jack responded:  

I really like that.  I never thought of it.  We hear the phrase life-long learners, and we as 

teachers are supposed to be life-long learners and teach our kids that.  One of the things 

we do as teachers is self-assess.  I don’t expect my students when they are say 21 years 

old to give themselves a ticket-out-the-door (laughter).  I do not think that is the idea, but 

if there is at least some strategy they have developed, at least an understanding of how do 

I know I have learned this?  Even beyond college and in the workplace, that they have 

some kind of understanding of how do I know I’ve got this?  I think it develops 
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throughout their experiences in our classrooms, just the idea of checking themselves.  I 

really like that.  (Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

Co-researchers provided 19 descriptions for the code self-assessment with students.  Of the eight 

codes in this family, co-researchers provided 153 examples of students playing an active role in 

FAPs.   

The theme of knowing their students suggests that middle school teachers in this semi-

rural, north Georgia district embrace any best practice that will help them reach their students.  

As a beneficial practice, FAPs enable these middle school teachers to differentiate for their 

diverse student populations, align assessment and instructional practices, and achieve innovative 

avenues to implement FAPs with success in their classrooms.  The accomplishments of these 

teachers are evidence that strengthens the connection between the theme knowing their students 

and research question two of this study.   

Research Question Three 

For the co-researchers, research question three, “What obstacles do middle school 

teachers describe as hindering their implementation of formative assessment practices?” offered 

a voice to their challenges and frustrations.  The 17 co-researchers in this study described a 

partially developed common language for FAPs and competing expectations for their use among 

colleagues, instructional support staff, and leaders that too often left them frustrated and 

uncertain.  The co-researchers’ descriptions align best to questions posed in the individual 

interview (see questions 8-10) and the focus group (see question 4).  These questions, in turn, 

align to this research question and the study’s three theoretical frameworks through emphasis on 

adjustments to instruction, assessments for learning, appropriate instructional uses for FAPs, 

learning target mastery, and data use from FAPs.  Therefore, the co-researchers desired 
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development of a common language and shared expectations, so that they can overcome these 

obstacles and attain consistent implementation of formative assessment practices.  The identified 

theme for research question three is the need for common language and shared expectations for 

FAPs. 

 Co-researchers felt several factors hindered the development of common language and 

shared expectations.  Consequently, the factors caused teachers to focus independently on issues 

important to them rather than deciding collaboratively a focus that would benefit all.  One factor 

discussed by several co-researchers involved various time constraints.  While some were 

described as nothing more than speed bumps, others caused overwhelming anxiety and 

disruptions to the implementation of FAPs.  However, even in the midst of the struggle, one 

teacher took a stab humorously at the plight of all.  She asserted the struggle of attempting to use 

digital FAPs.  Brenda shared, “Then again, you might try it and then that morning of the class the 

firewall blew up overnight and you can’t use it (laughter from all)” (Brenda, focus group, 

January 7, 2016).  This scenario actually occurred in the district and kept teachers from most 

online applications for close to a week before the firewall could be replaced.  Referencing the 

time obstacle, simply put, one teacher said, “We don’t have enough time” (April, individual 

interview, November 16, 2015).  Others echoed this response but with more complexity.  

Brittany expressed frustration with the scheduling demands of middle school.  She reported:  

The only thing I can think of is timing.  You saw today with our schedules, clubs, we 

have had something every Friday for three months, so the whole thing with formative 

assessment can be a challenge.  For example, we have Compass lab or Odyssey, and if 

your lab time is Friday, then you do not get to see those assessment levels when they are 

working or if your technology is not working.  It’s really just life.  It’s part of being a 
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middle school teacher and so sometimes you are not as consistent as you would like to 

be.  It’s not like what is described in the textbooks, and you can be all perfect and try this 

and this and this.  That is just not reality.  (Brittany, individual interview, December 4, 

2015) 

Only in her second year in middle school, Kateline desired more time to reflect on her 

instructional practices and get formative feedback to her students.  Kateline described her 

emotion by stating:  

I think just as a teacher it is really hard sometimes when you get formative assessment 

data.  You think, they are really not getting what I thought they would be getting.  

Sometimes, you feel like saying, what am I doing wrong?  Thinking and reflecting on me 

and my practice has been huge.  (Kateline, individual interview, December 1, 2015) 

Adding to the frustration with timely feedback, April vented, “If the formative assessment is so 

tedious that you can’t get it accomplished, or you can’t get to everyone or you can’t do 

something with it, then it’s a waste of yours and their time” (April, individual interview, 

November 16, 2015).  Responding to a question about times when FAPs were unsuccessful, 

April provided the following in-depth description: 

I do check every kid from time to time, but sometimes the tedium of the assessment is so 

huge that it becomes not timely feedback, and you are not changing things quickly 

enough to respond to it, so if you don’t really look at the assessment for another three 

weeks, it does not matter anymore.  In three weeks, they could have learned a lot. (April, 

individual interview, November 16, 2015) 

Further, Ben explained how students’ lack of understanding how to interpret formative feedback 

becomes an obstacle with the limited time available.  He shared: 
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I do not think they realize that if I do a self-assessment and give them, they receive a 

certain score, that they know how to take that, especially with the Milestones and they are 

scoring on a 4, 3, 2, 1 scale.  I’ve kind of been adapting my grading scale similar to that 

the last couple of years.  But it is re-teaching them every time that this is why you got a 

three instead of a four and a one and not a three.  (Ben, individual interview, November 

19, 2015) 

Melissa’s frustration comes out when describing the desire for time to reflect on her own 

instructional practices and determine the best FAPs to use for learning target mastery.  She 

stated, “I don’t ever really know how to gauge that [mastery] with the language arts when it’s not 

cut and dry” (Melissa, individual interview, December 1, 2015).  Melissa continues, “It’s not just 

one answer so how do you . . . I really struggle with making sure that the kids are successful with 

that when it comes to the reading part of formative assessment” (Melissa, individual interview, 

December 1, 2015). 

Tim and others related ideas centered on the obstacle of not having a common language 

and shared expectations for FAPs.  While the rhetoric of the discussions from the co-researchers 

remained extremely positive, the anxiety of not knowing what is expected presents in Tim’s 

description.  He stated:  

It wasn’t even clear to me what formative assessment meant.  Formative could be that 

you are forming an opinion, and that is what I needed to hear, and for a lot of years, I 

didn’t hear that and so I did not really understand.  They would say summative is this, 

and formative is this and then start talking about it and I still didn’t know what we were 

talking about.  When they are going into specifics on each of them it is very confusing 

when you do not know which one is which, so that really hurt.  I didn’t know what they 
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were talking about, so it was hard to do either one of them.  (Tim, individual interview, 

November 11, 2015) 

Jack also discussed the importance of having a common language to describe FAPs.  However, 

his description demonstrates the resiliency of many in the teaching profession.  Jack confessed: 

Okay, so when you gave out that initial survey, and I think we even talked about it.  Uh, 

and you said what type of formative assessment practices do you use?  I went and 

Googled formative assessment practices and just checked off the ones that I did just to 

see.  I did that very thing, and then our administrator last year gave us 53 quick formative 

assessments.  I keep that posted by my computer for either choosing something new or 

validating something I already do, so I think a list is a great idea.  It gives teachers 

encouragement that they are doing the right thing, and here are some other things to 

consider that would also work effectively.  (Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

Although co-researchers acknowledged how obstacles hindered their implementation of FAPs, 

the group maintained an attitude that expressed they would find a way to master the learning.  

One co-researcher summarized this attitude best: 

I think any time you try something for the first time, there is that learning curve.  We all 

want to do it right the first time, but that is what I tell the kids, too.  We are not going to 

all get it.  I did not learn how to ride a bike the first time I got on one.  That is my go-to 

reference with them.  I think that is really the only reason because I was not as 

comfortable with it.  I just did not.  This turning them [the students] loose and letting 

them go is difficult for me.  (Brenda, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

The notion of an obstacle appeared 40 times as an isolated code in the quotations taken from 

individual interviews and the focus group.  The composite of the 15 codes represented through 
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this research question referenced statements made by co-researchers 373 times connected to the 

family of codes that identified the theme—the need for common language and shared 

expectations. 

 The theme suggests that the co-researchers acknowledged their own deficits and took 

ownership of what needs to happen to move their understanding of FAPs forward.  However, 

overcoming the absence of a common language and shared expectations requires efficient 

management of time constraints, changes to daily structures and routines, and introduction of 

new models of professional learning.  The co-researchers did not independently control these 

factors or feel compelled to engage colleagues, instructional support staff, and leadership to 

accomplish a shift in practice.  Further, the co-researchers’ descriptions conceded that work must 

still be done to achieve a consistent level of implementation for formative assessment practices 

in their district.  However, the teachers in this study seemed to possess valuable and rich 

experiences with making decisions to use FAPs instructionally, to assess for learning and adjust 

instruction accordingly, to determine if learning target mastery has occurred, to collaborate with 

others to use the data generated from FAPs, and to manage time constraints efficiently.   

Research Question Four  

The final research question, “What additional resources and professional learning 

experiences would middle school teachers find beneficial to use formative assessment practices 

consistently?” centered on the professional support needed to implement FAPs consistently.  For 

the 17 co-researchers in this study, the questions used to facilitate discussion and collect data for 

research question four provided them with a laser-like focus.  Their descriptions of the additional 

resources and the professional learning experiences needed to use FAPs more consistently align 

to the individual interview questions (see questions 11-13) and the focus group questions (see 
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questions 4 and 7).  The main features of these questions revolve around the expectations for 

FAPs found in the state’s teacher effectiveness model known as TKES and the district’s non-

negotiable practices.  Co-researchers described perceived expectations through positive and 

negative aspects of professional learning experiences provided on campus, in district-led 

sessions, and at conferences.  The need for differentiated professional learning is the theme 

identified for research question four resulting from data analysis.   

 Co-researchers began discussing elements associated with this theme very early during 

data collection.  The threads of this theme appeared in the individual interviews and then 

reappeared early during the focus group discussion where the topics of additional resources, 

instructional coaching, instructional modeling, and the desire for differentiated professional 

learning consumed a large portion of the time.  Specifically, co-researchers understood clearly 

the local and state expectations for FAPs.  The group acknowledged the benefit of the district-

provided online tool for lesson planning, but the teachers suggested modifications, including a 

checklist or menu containing the shared language associated with FAPs.  In essence, the co-

researchers desired a formative assessment toolbox built into the lesson plan template.  

Additionally, the co-researchers have embraced having instructional coaches in their buildings 

and would like to see this resource used more to model and coach middle school teachers in 

FAPs.  With regard to professional learning, the co-researchers strongly supported the need for 

differentiated professional learning that would permit those teachers at various points on the 

continuum of understanding with FAPs to receive what they need.  The group expressed the 

frustration of sitting through mandated professional learning based on a one-size-fits-all 

mentality.  Through the components of this theme, the theoretical frameworks of formative 

assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning were evident.  Coaching 
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brings with it formative feedback, as well as the social interactions between the coach and other 

teachers as they collaborate to develop the best FAPs.  Further, the interaction with their 

classroom and building environment during coaching and professional learning situations ignite 

growth and learning.   

 Beginning with the individual interviews, co-researchers posited the benefits of 

modifying the online tool for lesson planning.  April compared the suggested tool to one that 

already exists in the platform for inserting standards.  April explained:  

It would be really nice to me, however, just like on planbook, which is a great tool we 

have, there is a drop-down menu for standards, it would be nice if there was a drop-down 

menu for some of the formative kinds of things that we regularly do, so we could keep 

track of them, or having a place for you to put that data to prove you are doing it.  I do 

not think people sometimes realize we are collecting it or using it.  (April, individual 

interview, November 16, 2015) 

Andrea described during the focus group the primary reason for this need to be met.  She 

connected April's suggestion for modifying planbook as a means to overcome the confusion 

created when a common language for FAPs does not exist.  Andrea stated, “It’s the terminology. 

In college, we were not told formative assessment.  We were told check for understanding, 

quizzes, check points, warm-up, starters, whatever you call it.  It wasn’t formative assessment” 

(Andrea, focus group, January 7, 2016).  Adding common language to the digital planning tool 

would make it possible for teachers to then access shared data from their implementation of 

FAPs.  April discussed the benefits of tracking data from the FAPs teachers use in order to 

provide formative feedback about which types are working best for students.  She offered:  
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It would be nice to have a more systematic way to track that and a way to compare that 

with where people are having success with things that you are not.  If we were more 

unified in some of that, then in another school and they were collecting the same data, for 

example, on the questions where we were having the issues with kids not using complete 

sentences or not using the language of the question, then if I had that data in every one of 

my schools or in another school, and they were having success, then I would be able to 

ask them what they were doing.  (April, individual interview, November 16, 2015) 

Pamela shared her thoughts about additional resources needed and focused on options for 

different types of FAPs that could be entered on the lesson plan template.  She said:   

I would like to say that I think there needs to be a compilation of options for some of the 

teachers who really struggle with this.  Just hearing a learning check-up, I think if they 

could associate formative assessment with that, they may be more likely to use it more or 

realize, hey, I am doing this formative assessment because, you know, that is one of those 

boxes on the lesson plans.  I just think a lot more people are doing it, and they do not 

realize it. Instead of thinking it is big they need to maybe think smaller.  (Pamela, focus 

group, January 7, 2016) 

Brenda and Patricia interacted during this discussion and together suggested a list that could be 

added to the lesson plans.  First, Brenda offered, “Maybe just a list” (Brenda, focus group, 

January 7, 2016).  Patricia continued this thought and added, “Yeah, a checklist or check sheet 

where you can say if you have done this lately” (Patricia, focus group, January 7, 2016).  Brenda 

pulled the idea together and offered:  

Maybe just a list like a checklist.  You could pull out some options, some formative 

assessment options, and you could say maybe you needed to change these, what you have 
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been doing for the last week or two weeks or last month.  Try something different.  That 

might be a good thing for everybody to have.  (Brenda, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

This strand of commentary described co-researchers’ willingness to take risks and try new 

practices, but the teachers wanted formative feedback, so that they could adjust their practices 

and become more consistent and proficient with their use.  Several co-researchers reflected this 

thought along with qualities of a growth mindset.  Ben related this need even to the state teacher 

effectiveness model known as TKES.  This idea supported the co-researchers’ desire for 

professional accountability and feedback.  Ben began, “I would like better feedback from the 

TKES evaluation in regards to what is working and what is not working in my classroom” (Ben, 

individual interview, November 19, 2015).  Explaining further, he stated, “I wish they 

[evaluators] would come into my tougher classes, the ones that I have seen as more challenging 

and evaluate me there because I think that feedback would be a lot more informational for me” 

(Ben, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

 Co-researchers in the study discussed the work of instructional coaches across the data 

collection tools.  Some mentioned assistance provided with lesson planning and ideas for 

different types of FAPs.  Others promoted how the work of the coaches could meet their needs 

and the needs of the district to implement FAPs more consistently.  This thread connected to 

codes related to additional resources and differentiated professional learning.  Co-researchers 

referred to coaching 22 times in various contexts.  Brenda noted how her coach served as a 

resource.  She said, “I do know that the instructional coach shared with me some documents on 

Google that have some different types of formative assessments that you can do.  I just need to 

use them and try some different things” (Brenda, individual interview, November 19, 2015).  

Another co-researcher from the same middle school referenced how feedback from her coach 



152 

 

 


made an impression.  Angela stated, “I know that when we meet with our instructional coach 

here at the school, we look at some formative assessment practices, and she has come in to 

observe, and she has always been very complimentary of my questioning” (Angela, individual 

interview, November 19, 2015).  During her individual interview, Kathy linked the coach’s work 

to professional learning and how this resource caused her to reflect on FAPs.  Kathy elaborated:  

We have had professional learning on it [formative assessment], we would get sheets 

from our instructional specialist on what it looks like, we had discussions, and it made me 

aware of what it looks like and that it is so many different things.  Because of that, in my 

lesson planning, and also in our lesson planning we have an area for formative 

assessment.  How are you going to formally assess?  Or how are you going to use 

formative assessment?  Every week, I am looking at that and asking how am I going to 

check for understanding?  I think just the conversation and the sharing and the term being 

out there has just created more focus from my end.  (Kathy, individual interview, 

December 4, 2015) 

Kim carried the idea of coaching forward to explain that she desired someone to come alongside 

her in the classroom to serve as a guide and model of best practices.  She first discussed the 

frustration of not being confident with the next steps.  Kim began, “This was very daunting for 

me. I came out of college with my bachelor’s and learned a lot doing my master’s degree, but 

this was challenging.  I kept thinking how in the world am I going to do this” (Kim, individual 

interview, November 13, 2015).  Kim continued, “I think if money and time were not options, 

we need more one-on-one and on-the-spot training in the classroom.  Not just sitting and talking 

about it.  Somebody needs to come into the room with me” (Kim, individual interview, 

November 13, 2015).   
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 During the focus group, the discussion of coaching continued with the eight co-

researchers in that group.  However, the context of their discussion also included the need for 

differentiated professional learning, and the co-researchers felt that the coach, school leadership, 

and the district should implement this model of professional learning.  During the focus group, 

Lisa brought the topic to the forefront and focused on the expectations for FAPs that should 

naturally lead to consistency of practice.  Lisa reflected:  

I think one of the things you could do is implement it [FAPs] in the building from the top 

down.  If you are expected to use this in the classroom, then why is it that administrators 

don’t use it for professional development?  Why isn’t it something that is a natural 

occurrence throughout the building all the time?  That would make it more of a habit.  

(Lisa, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

Co-researchers in the focus group moved on to other areas of discussion, and then Jack brought 

the group back to the issue of differentiated professional learning.  His commentary suggested 

building leadership should conduct formative assessments with staff before conducting the 

professional learning.  Jack explained:  

I want to just echo again what she said about top down for how we can get it 

implemented.  I totally agree with that on professional development.  Having some type 

of formative assessment before you put us all into that room to teach what maybe 70 

percent of us already know.  And I know you want to make sure, but do not make sure by 

telling us again.  Make sure by asking us beforehand because our time is precious, and so 

I would appreciate that, that mindset of let’s see who knows what before we just throw 

out the same information to everybody.  (Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 
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Lisa re-entered the conversation on this issue and compared what is done for adult learners to 

what is expected for students.  Lisa focused first on the importance of offering choice to adults, 

so that the professional educator is given the opportunity to guide his or her own learning.  She 

began, “It’s the quality.  It’s the variety of things.  Why should I sit through something I have 

been through 23 times when there is something else like some technology formative assessments 

I could go to” (Lisa, focus group, January 7, 2016).  Lisa continued, “We should have choice 

because that is part of formative assessment.  Can you choose something else?  Can you go on 

and do something else because you already have this?  It should not be any different with adults” 

(Lisa, focus group, January 7, 2016).  Jack concurred with this idea and added that a shift of this 

magnitude would impact school culture just as FAPs influence classroom culture.  Jack 

described:  

If we give different kids different assessments, we say, okay, you are ready to move on, 

so I give you work that is suited for you.  It is a concern, but as professionals that is what 

we have to deal with, the climate in our classroom and presenting it in such a way that 

that kids who need help get it and those who are ready to move on can move on, and they 

just accept it. So practice what we teach.  I think it is that simple and very important. 

(Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

Lisa finalized her thoughts on the need to adjust professional learning expectations and leveraged 

how she is evaluated as an educator as support for why local leaders should differentiate to meet 

teachers’ needs.  Lisa stated:  

I think an administrator would have criticism if he came into my room and 75 percent of 

the kids are sitting there because they have mastered it, and they are just sitting there 

while I am trying to get the other 25 percent up to speed.  However, that is pretty much 
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what we do in professional development, faculty, staff, training, whatever.  The ones that 

have it are still sitting there while everyone else is catching up on that particular topic.  

There are other things you could have them doing during that time.  Not going out to eat 

or taking a nap. It’s not that you are trying to get out of it.  It’s just that your time could 

be used for something else.  (Lisa, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

The co-researchers turned their attention to several other topics of discussion while responding to 

the guiding questions for the focus group.  However, before concluding the session, Jack offered 

to the group a personal experience where the differentiated professional learning model was 

implemented.  He described the experience, the success he felt, and how coaches were involved. 

Jack delineated:  

When I had an opportunity to work for Learn Zillion, and it’s a company that was started 

by former teachers and administrators, and they modeled it [coaching and professional 

learning] very well at all our conferences.  It is a very intense and jam-packed schedule 

with this is what we expect from you, but then they structured it in such a way that you 

could actually accomplish what they asked from you.  We all had coaches, so the coach 

had maybe six or seven people on a team.  Throughout the conference they would have 

digital surveys.  How are you doing after the first day?  What did you like?  What did you 

not like?  What is overwhelming you?  They were short, five or six question surveys.  

Then they would have a meeting with the coaches, share the survey results, depending on 

the content level, and this last year was math, so we were all math, and let the coaches 

specifically go over with their team members the issues described in the surveys.  It was 

immediate feedback, and as the administrators they discussed it that night, discussed it 

with the coaches, and came back and discussed it with us.  I thought that was very 
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effective.  They were under a time crunch, so they kind of had to do it that quickly.  I felt 

like it was a good model in that they were very responsive to the people they hired to do 

the work, to make sure they would get to do it because they knew the work could be 

overwhelming.  It made us feel valued that our opinions counted and that the concerns we 

had were met prior to going home for the summer and just doing all this work by 

ourselves.  That for me was a good model of how to use data to drive the coaching of the 

teachers.  (Jack, focus group, January 7, 2016) 

As Lisa discussed previously, teachers want to do the work.  In her words, “Not going out 

to eat or taking a nap.  It’s not that you are trying to get out of it” (Lisa, focus group, January 7, 

2016).  However, in my discussions with co-researchers, I found that teachers work best in 

collaboration with others, such as colleagues, coaches, and local and district leadership, in order 

to achieve the best results for students.  The theme connected to research question four—

differentiated professional learning—is supported by the theoretical frameworks for this study 

and describes the additional resources and professional learning experiences middle school 

teachers found beneficial to use formative assessment practices consistently. 

Summary 

  This transcendental phenomenological study sought to understand the factors that affect 

middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in a semi-rural 

northwest Georgia schools district.  Through the use of a screening protocol and purposeful 

sampling, identification of participants occurred to include co-researchers for the 17 individual 

interviews and the focus group of eight co-researchers.  These co-researchers represented four 

middle schools, all three grades (6-8) in middle school, and all four academic areas in middle 

school (English and language arts, math, science, and social studies).  The co-researchers 
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represented a cross-section of educational years of experience from second-year teachers to those 

beyond 20 years of experience.  Data analysis employed Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental 

phenomenology model, comprised of epoche, phenomenological reduction and horizonalization, 

imaginative variation, and the synthesis of textural-structural descriptions of the co-researchers’ 

meaning and essences.  ATLAS.ti provided the digital tool for coding and theme identification to 

occur.  Consequently, analysis identified aligned to each of the study’s four research questions.  

In order of research questions, the themes included evolving implementation, knowing their 

students, need for common language and shared expectations, and differentiated professional 

learning.  Themes were discussed within the framework of the study’s four research questions, as 

each theme occurred in relationship to the questions asked in the screening protocol, the 

individual interviews, and the focus group.  Using ATLAS.ti, these questions were linked to 

codes, merged into families, and connected to the research questions themselves.  The study 

found that middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices exist on a 

continuum that continues to evolve with new experiences and social-cultural interactions.  

Middle school teachers desire to know their students academically, socially, and emotionally 

through formative assessment practices and already possess many of the tools to accomplish this 

knowing.  Further, middle school teachers feel frustrated by the lack of common language and 

competing expectations that hinder consistent implementation of FAPs.  Ultimately, middle 

school teachers want leaders to respond to their feedback and supply differentiated professional 

learning.  These resources are not desired because middle school teachers are selfish. Rather, 

middle school teachers desire to continue learning as educators and move the successful aspects 

of implementation for FAPs beyond the current pockets of success to the masses of educators 

who want mastery of learning for themselves and their students.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

 The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to understand the factors 

that contributed to middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in 

a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  All 17 co-researchers in the study represent core 

academic teachers from four of the five middle schools in the district and all three grades (6-8) in 

middle school, and they boast a combined 150 years of educational experience in middle school.  

A screening protocol, individual interviews, a focus group, and site documents were the four data 

collection tools for this study.  Data analysis occurred using Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental 

phenomenology model, and ATLAS.ti provided the digital tool for coding and theme 

identification to capture the descriptions of the co-researchers’ shared, lived experiences with the 

phenomenon of formative assessment practices.  This chapter begins with a summary of the 

findings in the context of the four research questions and continues with discussion of the 

findings as they relate to the themes identified, relevant literature, and the three theoretical 

frameworks that guided this study.  The chapter also includes discussions of the implications of 

the study, the limitations of the study, and recommendations for future research.  This chapter 

concludes with a summary.  

Summary of Findings 

  For each of the four research questions that guided this study, this section delineates a 

concise summary of the findings.  The following four research questions informed the study: 

1. How do middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

describe their implementation of formative assessment practices? 
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The 17 co-researchers in the study acknowledged that middle school teachers and schools 

in their district have not mastered everything related to consistent implementation of FAPs.  

However, the co-researchers believed their environment and culture are primed for this learning 

to continue.  Teachers who were farther along on the continuum of learning with regard to FAPs 

were often used as models of instruction for others, and these teachers were willing to share their 

knowledge and expertise to aid others in learning.  Further, the co-researchers desired formative 

feedback on instructional practices and wanted to continue to improve.  One co-researcher 

summarized this finding and said, “My formative assessment has evolved through the years . . . 

getting a better understanding of what is formative assessment . . . it just has evolved” (Brittany, 

focus group, January 7, 2016). 

2. What perceptions do middle school teachers have about how formative assessment 

theory and its practices influence their decisions to adjust instruction? 

Co-researchers desired to know their students deeply in order to meet their students’ 

needs academically, socially, and emotionally.  The teachers recognized the benefit of FAPs to 

accomplish this level of knowing, and they perceived that the collaborative environment of their 

classrooms and schools will continue to foster growth and learning.  The co-researchers’ 

perceived students and themselves in crucial roles during the interactions inherent within FAPs 

because these interactions lead to differentiation to meet students’ needs academically, socially, 

and emotionally.  Instructionally, the co-researchers felt that openness and honesty in the 

classroom invited students into the formative assessment process thereby allowing teachers to 

adjust instruction to meet the needs of increasingly diverse student populations, including 

general education students, special education students, gifted education students, and English 
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learners.  Middle school teachers in the study believed they were up to the challenge of taking 

learning to all students regardless of factors they were and were not able to control. 

3. What obstacles do middle school teachers describe as hindering their implementation 

of formative assessment practices? 

Co-researchers in the study described obstacles with an attitude that, in many instances, 

strips the power of the obstacle away.  When describing time constraints, middle school teachers 

viewed them as mere speed bumps and showed a determination to master time rather than be 

mastered by time.  The one issue of time teachers believed hindered them the most revolved 

around providing timely feedback to students, an element at the heart of formative assessment 

theory and its practices.  Co-researchers described feelings of anguish when they discussed their 

desire to inform students of progress remain resolute in their efforts to find avenues to make 

formative feedback happen.  Some focused their attention on digital tools to increase their 

efficiency with administering FAPs, collecting the data, and then analyzing it to make 

instructional adjustments.  Others preferred to learn from those who have perhaps figured it out 

ahead of them, which denoted the highly collaborative nature and environment of the middle 

school arena.   

The middle school teachers in the study also described the obstacles they face with 

competing expectations for FAPs.  Central to this obstacle is the absence of a common language 

across all stakeholders who have responsibility to train, implement, monitor, coach, and evaluate 

educators in the FAPs they are expected to use.  The co-researchers saw this as a significant 

obstacle because it causes their experiences with FAPs to feel entirely unpredictable and 

uncertain.  Some co-researchers felt that even their colleges of education had not prepared them 

with clear understandings of differences between formative and summative assessments.  One 
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co-researcher even confessed to Googling the term formative assessment practice in order to 

answer the questions on the screening protocol. 

4. What additional resources and professional learning experiences would middle school 

teachers find beneficial to use formative assessment practices consistently? 

The co-researchers in this study observed successes happening in their classrooms, 

buildings, and across the district with regard to consistent implementation of FAPs.  However, 

these middle school teachers were not content with the status quo. Their local district has 

provided a number of beneficial resources, including an online tool for lesson planning with a 

middle-school-specific template that aligns to the district’s non-negotiable practices.  Further, 

each middle school funds a school-based position for an instructional coach, and the district 

funds one such individual to offer support to these building coaches and all the middle schools.  

Professional learning sessions are designed and conducted on-site and district-wide, and teachers 

are encouraged to attend state-level conferences where they can learn directly from experts in the 

field. 

While the co-researchers believed these endeavors were making a difference, they still 

desired more.  The teachers felt that if the lesson plan template were modified to include a 

checklist or drop-down menu for the expected FAPs, then they would use it.  Additionally, they 

believed this would help to address the issue of a common language for FAPs.  Addressing the 

issue of their needs for professional learning, the co-researchers appreciated what was provided, 

but they wanted choice and differentiation related to professional learning.  Ultimately, why 

should a teacher at the high end of the continuum of learning related to FAPs be required to 

attend a mandated session?  The teachers wished the school leadership and local leaders would 

assess them formatively and determine what they need before deciding for them. 
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Discussion 

 This discussion addresses the relationship between the findings of the study and the 

empirical research and the theoretical frameworks that underpin the study.  The four identified 

themes from the study—evolving implementation, knowing their students, need for common 

language and shared expectations, and differentiated professional learning—function to guide the 

reader through the section and focus attention on the central elements.  These elements include 

the definition of formative assessments practices, their frequency and common types, perceptions 

of FAPs and formative assessment theory, adjustments to instruction, consistent implementation, 

learning target mastery, the role of teachers and students, needed resources, and professional 

learning.   

Evolving Implementation 

 Co-researchers in this study provided feedback related to the definition of formative 

assessment practices on three different occasions during data collection, including the screening 

protocol, individual interviews, and the focus group.  Formative assessment practices are 

generally defined as those assessments practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a 

learning check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future 

instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).  This definition incorporates aspects of 

empirical research from the two experts referenced and highlights several key tenets of FAPs, 

including the terms assessments for learning, a learning check-up, informing or adjusting 

instruction.  Bailey and Jakicic (2012) emphasized that when “the assessment occurs during the 

learning process, and the results will be used to help students continue to learn, it is considered 

formative” (p. 14).  This statement addresses when the assessment takes place and links to the 

idea of an assessment for learning, and it highlights that an adjustment must be made, which 
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links to the portion where teachers’ decisions are informed.  Additionally, Bailey and Jakicic 

asserted that “the biggest difference will not be in what the assessment looks like but rather in 

how teachers respond to the results” (p. 14).  This further addresses that an instructional 

adjustment or response must occur as stated in the definition.   

 Co-researchers were asked twice to respond to specific questions about their frequency of 

use for FAPs, including the screening protocol and the individual interviews.  When teachers 

engage in the activity of teaching, assessment must occur in order to know whether or not 

students understand the learning expected from the instructional event (Marzano, 2010).  

Additionally, when teaching happens learning should occur.  If learning is not taking place, can 

an observer accurately classify the event as teaching?  Fisher and Frey (2014) argued, “Unless 

you check for understanding, it is difficult to know exactly what students are getting out of the 

lesson” (p. 2).  Consequently, frequency of use with FAPs is essential for knowing if students 

understand the teaching.  Too often, teachers rely on general questions posed to students who 

usually respond in the affirmative when asked if they understood something.  Unfortunately, this 

method is useless.  Fisher and Frey (2014) noted that “students aren’t always self-regulated 

learners. They may not be aware of what they do or do not understand” (p. 1).  Fisher and Frey 

added, “If you doubt this, consider how often you have heard students comment, ‘I thought I 

knew this stuff, but I bombed the exam’” (p. 1).  Essentially, frequent use of FAPs establishes a 

distinct difference between assuming students have learned and having evidence or data to know 

students have learned (Poe, 2012). 

 During the study’s screening protocol and individual interviews, the co-researchers also 

responded to questioning about the common types of FAPs used in their classrooms.  Research 

conducted by Dorn (2010), Poe (2012), and Volante and Beckett (2011) concluded that teachers 
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who share commonality of the FAPs they use demonstrate growth in the fidelity of 

implementation.  The prime atmosphere for the common practices to develop exists within an 

instructional culture where teachers share, accept, and even dispute one another’s beliefs 

(Morrissette, 2011).  When teachers collaborate with colleagues, they, in turn, engage in 

professional learning communities and interact in ways that cause them to reflect on instructional 

practices.  Further, Morrissette (2011) found that teachers who shared common practices were 

able to focus on the daily “activities of supporting their students’ learning through formative 

assessment” (p. 257).   

 Co-researchers in this study described their implementation of FAPs related to the 

definition of formative assessment, the frequency of formative assessment use, and the types of 

FAPs used as an evolving implementation.  While some middle school teachers described their 

understanding and use at the beginning levels of implementation, others provided in-depth 

descriptions reflecting much higher levels of understanding and use along the continuum of 

learning for FAPs.  As a whole, the 17 co-researchers understood the key components of the 

definition, including assessments for learning, a learning check-up, and adjusting instruction, and 

the co-researchers identified these elements as essential components to bring consistency of 

implementation across the district.  Consequently, the findings of this study corroborate the 

current empirical research on formative assessment practices. 

 The co-researchers descriptions of their implementation of FAPs align with the 

foundations of formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning.  

Formative assessment theory promotes the regular use of FAPs to diagnose or assess students’ 

learning target mastery (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 2009; Bloom, 1968; Sadler, 

1989).  Formative assessment theory relates in that the work of the instructional coaches, 
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building leaders, and district curriculum staff has advanced the understanding and learning of the 

middle school teachers in the study, resulting in a unique focus on student mastery of learning 

targets.  One co-researcher reflected on what she gained when using FAPs to diagnose student 

reading comprehension and writing.  Angela explained, “They started the writing, I saw two 

things—students that maybe did not understand the article and then also those still working to 

understand the set up for the CSET.  That really informed two things for me, us working on that 

article” (Angela, individual interview, November 19, 2015).   

Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism relates to this study in that the co-researchers 

described learning environments within their classrooms and schools where cognitive and social 

interactions merged regularly among adult learners and students during implementation of FAPs.  

This level of high-quality, social interaction creates interplay between students, peers, and 

teachers that “closes the gap between the learner’s current status and the desired learning goal” 

(Clark, 2010, p. 348).  Whether the students were learning from the teachers and peers or the 

teachers were learning from students and colleagues, the social interactions served as the vehicle 

for higher learning outcomes.  Further, the mutual learning and interactions provided rich 

experiences for the co-researchers within their community of professionals.  As such, this 

experiential aspect of learning through community relates to Dewey’s (1897) experiential 

learning.  Dewey (1897) cautioned future educators not to neglect “the fundamental principle of 

the school as a form of community life” (p. 78).  Ultimately, in this study, teachers shared and 

reflected with each other, and they experienced high levels of engagement.  Their flourishing 

engagement, in turn, fueled their implementation of FAPs.   
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Knowing Their Students 

 The unique contribution of this study’s findings relates to the determination among the 

co-researchers to know their students—academically, socially, and emotionally—and not accept 

that their students will always have gaps in their learning.  Co-researchers identified the need to 

know their students 62 times within the study’s primary documents.  A second-year teacher in 

the study attested, “To really know my students has been the biggest change as far as my 

teaching has gone” (Kateline, individual interview, December 1, 2015).  Discussing how she 

communicates with colleagues who share the same students, Kathy said the process “helps me 

see a picture of what it looks like . . . and know who our kids are” (Kathy, individual interview, 

December 4, 2015).  Ultimately, the co-researchers found that knowing their students makes the 

difference in their ability to close the achievement and learning gaps.  Ben offered this 

explanation during his individual interview.  He stated: 

Just knowing your students, I think summative assessment is too long, too big of a gap 

between the information that the child or student gets before the summative assessment.  

Formative assessment I think is a more, a better timestamp, uh, I would put it in trying to 

understand where their learning is and seeing where you have to go back and assess.  

(Ben, individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

According to the definition, formative assessment occurs only when teachers use the 

results from the FAP to adjust instruction (Bailey &Jakicic, 2012; Dorn, 2010; Marzano, 2010; 

Poe, 2012).  When learning mastery is measured or assessed on a regular basis, students with 

achievement and learning gaps benefit (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Doubet, 2012; Peterson 

& Siadat, 2009; Sadler, 1989).  However, the alignment between the actual assessment practices 

and the instruction is the more crucial connection.  According to the literature, teachers must 
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understand this alignment need within their FAPs and FA theory in order to consistently 

influence their instructional decisions and close learning gaps (Buck & Truth-Nare, 2009; 

Ginsburg, 2009; Morrissette, 2011; Poe, 2012).   

This study’s findings support and corroborate the literature on formative assessment 

practices.  Co-researchers in this study referenced the necessity to use FAPs to adjust instruction 

109 different times, acknowledged a perception of FAPs as assessment for learning 109 times, 

and recognized the need to align assessments with the instruction 113 times.  One co-researcher 

described how she uses FAPs.  Angela noted: 

I certainly use the formative assessments to drive my instruction.  If I know the students 

understand . . . it [the FA] allows me, if I know what they know, I am able to do a lot 

more enrichment. I am able to bring in other things, more current events.  (Angela, 

individual interview, November 19, 2015) 

Further, co-researchers recognized the benefits of implementing FAPs, identified teacher and 

student interactions as essential to successful FAPs, embraced that formative assessment leads to 

differentiation, and were convinced that FAPs help meet the needs of all learners.  Ben explained 

how FA benefits the students.  He said, “They will forget something, as we often do, as our 

short-term memory and long-term memory like to have a nice tug-of-war.  It’s more of a . . . it’s 

more of a better self-check in the moment” (Ben, individual interview, November 19, 2015).  

Co-researchers discussed FAPs in terms of differentiation 39 different times.  Pamela expressed 

her perspective on using FAPs.  She insisted, “I try to do it at the beginning, sometimes in the 

middle, and sometimes at the end throughout the whole lesson, and it leads, it leads so much into 

differentiation” (Pamela, focus group, January 7, 2016).  The co-researchers’ confidence in the 

ability of FAPs to meet the needs of all learners were prominent in their statements, as well.  For 
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example, Kim described how FAPs reach various levels of students and increase her ability to 

step into the learning.  Kim delineated: 

If someone works at a low level, that student may only see one way to get through the 

problem.  A student on a higher level may say, hey, I did this differently, so they have to 

talk to each other and teach one another.  It’s not just what I am getting out of it as the 

teacher, but it is what the kids are learning from each other.  They are talking and asking 

questions, which opens a lot of doors and then I can step in and take it deeper.  What if 

we did this and changed something?  I can then see them try it and talk or argue through 

it.  That is the benefit to me.  You get more than with just abcd on pencil and paper.  

(Kim, individual interview, November 13, 2015) 

 As noted by Black and Wiliam (2009), Dorn (2010), and Ginsburg (2009), teacher 

diagnosis of student learning through assessment for learning must reach beyond the classroom 

and into the professional learning community.  Formative assessment theory builds on 

communities of interaction that are the core of professional learning communities (PLCs) (Bailey 

& Jakicic, 2012).  Moreover, the theory of social constructivism constructs meaning from the 

interchange of perspectives that develop within social interaction rather than through a lone 

professional working in isolation (Gutek, 2011; Miller, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978).  As noted by 

Gutek (2011), experiential learning viewed transformation of behavior as an interactive exchange 

that fostered growth and the transfer of ideas.  

 The middle school setting of this study is primed to pursue the level of professional 

growth and transformation suggested by the aforementioned theories.  Middle school teachers 

collaborate regularly with colleagues in the same grade, across grade levels, and across the 

district to discuss the types of FAPs being used, the data these FAPs suggest, and the overall 
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proficiency of their students academically, socially, and emotionally.  These collegial 

collaborations are ideal for accomplishing even deeper understanding of who their students in 

terms of learning styles, academic proficiencies and deficiencies, and common FA practices that 

show success in moving students forward.  Additionally, these professional learning 

environments provide a unique platform in which to practice, model, and discuss the benefits of 

FAPs, differentiation practices associated with FAPs, and the diverse needs of all learners.  

Focusing on these intentional practices related to FAPs may propel middle school teachers to 

create the appropriate environment for formative assessment practices to thrive (Bailey & 

Jakicic, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 2009; Clark, 2010; Sadler, 1989).   

Need for Common Language and Shared Expectations 

 The literature on FAPs established that teachers need a shared understanding of these 

instructional strategies that must become integrated into teachers’ overall assessment practices 

(Morrissette, 2011; Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Poe, 2012).  In an environment of professional 

collaboration where teachers share, accept, and dispute their common understandings, 

Morrissette (2011) argued that teachers’ shared understanding becomes a well-developed set of 

“conventions of the teachers’ culture, as practices . . . that enable them to engage in their day-to-

day activities of supporting their students’ learning through formative assessment” (pp. 256-

257).  Poe (2012) asserted that teachers who possess common language and shared expectations 

for implementation of the common practices of FA no longer guess about what students may 

know and be able to do.  Peterson and Siadat (2009) recognized the benefit to teachers and those 

who evaluate them when common vocabulary is used that focuses on the essential qualities of 

FAPs that align with a shared definition.   
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 This study’s findings confirm this research in that co-researchers reported a frustration 

with competing expectations for FAPS and a common language described as “starting to 

happen” (Kathy, individual interview, December 4, 2015).  Co-researchers understood 

components of the essential characteristics of FAPs, but they also admitted that common use and 

common understanding were not pervasive.  Speaking on this issue, Kathy continued her 

description and said: 

Since we have incorporated it into our lesson plans, there is more discussion, such as 

what did you put on formative assessment for this week?  What are you looking for?  OH, 

so and so did this one, so there is starting to become one.  As far as a language, I am not 

sure.  (Kathy, individual interview, December 4, 2015) 

Further, the common language and shared expectations must expand to those who support 

teachers’ practices through coaching and curriculum support and evaluation of performance.  

Noting variation in these understandings, Brittany explained: 

I think it depends on the background.  It depends on what their administration has 

encouraged for what a formative assessment is.  It sort of goes back to the first question 

of what is the definition of a formative assessment.  If you have been in a school district 

for many years and that administration focuses on the paper and pencil form of formative 

assessment versus anything reviewed and any type of check being a formative 

assessment, then it depends on your background and what has been emphasized and what 

you have been taught.  (Brittany, individual interview, December 4, 2015) 

As stated in the literature regarding formative assessment theory, FAPs depend on the 

communication of clear learning targets related to specific instructional standards (Marzano, 

2010; Sadler, 1989).  Mastery or proficiency of the learning target operates efficiently when a 
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context of mutual dependency develops between the teacher and the student, so that both parties 

share responsibility for monitoring and assessing (Sadler, 1989).  In this cooperative 

environment, students receive targeted instruction, scaffolding, and modeling to move them 

toward self-monitoring, and teachers benefit from the learning community created through the 

process (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Black & Wiliam, 2009; Clark, 2010).   

Co-researchers in this study indicated the need for further development of a common 

language and shared expectation for FAPs in their middle schools.  Since the climate and 

structures exist for professional collaboration, findings suggest that leaders adopt the same 

process used to move students toward self-monitoring and mirror this process for the teachers.  

The PLC should set learning targets for teachers, instructional support staff, and evaluators to 

monitor and assess growth, and coaching and modeling of evidence-based formative assessment 

practices should be initiated to establish the shared expectations of what FAPs look like when 

used consistently.  Formative feedback should be provided to teachers through multiple cycles of 

professional learning, attempting the new practice, being coached on the new practice, and then 

reflecting on what worked and what did not work. 

Differentiated Professional Learning 

 The related literature on FAPs identified multiple benefits when formative assessments 

occur routinely, such as learning target mastery, prediction of student success, increased student 

achievement, and validity of internal assessments (Peterson & Siadat, 2009; Tempelaar et al., 

2012; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  Bell et al. (2010) asserted that teachers should be provided 

targeted professional learning experiences once obstacles were identified that hindered their 

consistent implementation.  Doubet (2012) noted that teachers with even superficial knowledge 

of FAPs who implemented them more consistently improved student comprehension and 
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efficiency of instruction, and achieved differentiation to meet the needs of diverse student 

populations.  Further, professional learning that focused on development of common language, 

common practices, and monitoring of instructional practices with feedback increased teachers’ 

use of FAPs (Buck & Truth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Poe, 2012; Volante & Beckett, 2011).  The 

social interactions in a PLC environment created learning experiences where teachers discussed 

practices, reflected on student feedback, and developed specific strategies from the FA data 

(Doubet, 2012; Foegen, 2008; Frey & Schmitt, 2010).  Specifically, middle school teachers who 

received targeted or differentiated professional learning closed gaps in academic deficiencies for 

their students (Kurtz et al., 2010; Poe, 2012; Prewett et al., 2012).   

The findings from this study confirm the need for differentiated professional learning 

experiences.  Co-researchers in this study noted how they receive extensive professional learning 

that is job-embedded in many instances, but they resisted the top-down, mandated model that 

pigeonholes all teachers into sitting through all professional learning experiences.  Describing 

these emotions, Jack explained: 

I think sometimes it’s assumed that if a few people need instruction on something then all 

of them need instruction on something.  And, I think that’s a shortcoming for professional 

learning, umm, because not everybody does and a formative assessment would tell you 

that not everybody does.  That if the designers would practice what they want us to 

practice, they would realize there are a handful of teachers who are effectively using 

formative assessment.  They can either come in and tell us what they are doing and make 

sure that the people who aren’t using it effectively are in here, or they’re exempt from 

attending, or they can provide us with something else  . . . extension work.  And, so, that 

to me is the negative piece is when I am mandated to attend something that either (a) I 
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already know how to do, or (b) I’m already doing well.  (Jack, individual interview, 

November 9, 2015) 

Co-researchers in this study described a moderate to strong working knowledge of FAPs, insisted 

on getting to know their students, the whole student, and wanted to develop a common language 

and shared expectation for FAPs.  According to the related literature, these are the required 

elements for successful implementation of formative assessment practices (Black & Wiliam, 

2009; Buck & Truth-Nare, 2009; Dorn, 2010; Ginsburg, 2009; Sadler, 1989).  Add to these a 

successful model for differentiated professional learning, and they will “transform teaching, 

learning, and the relationships within the classroom” (Buck & Truth-Nare, 2009, p. 479). 

 Formative assessment theory, social constructivism, and experiential learning intersect 

through the collaborative nature of adult learners (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Wiliam, 2011).  

Whereas traditional teaching models relied on the expertise and content knowledge of the lone 

instructor who stood and delivered to the class, teachers who engage in FAPs co-construct with 

their students a classroom culture that reflects a symbiotic relationship (Black & Wiliam, 2009).  

Sophisticated classroom interactions like these overflow into the teachers’ formal and informal 

conversations in common areas of the school and in professional learning environments where 

adult learners bring with them a learning model that focuses on partnership (Clark, 2010). 

 In the context of this study, the co-researchers suggested that decisions about what 

professional learning experiences would best meet their needs occurred through one-way 

decision-making rather than shared decision making.  Co-researchers wanted to be consulted 

before decisions were made and wanted building and district leaders to assess them formatively 

to monitor mastery of the learning.  Ultimately, the teachers in this study saw a paradox between 

the expectations placed upon them for implementation of FAPs and the non-use of FAPs with 
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them as adult learners to meet their need for differentiated professional learning.  Despite this 

disconnect, the co-researchers insisted on using FAPs.  Jack stated: 

I mean it doesn’t make me, uh, what is it, aversive to formative assessment?  It makes me 

aversive to professional learning because I think good teaching requires formative 

assessment.  So, I’m not going to let something outside of my classroom dictate what I do 

inside if I don’t see it as being a benefit to the kids.  No, it does not hinder me.  I should 

just say that.  We’re going to do it whether or not I have to attend a professional learning, 

uh you know, course or whatever on it.  I’m still going to do it.  (Jack, individual 

interview, November 9, 2015) 

Implications 

 The findings of this transcendental phenomenological study suggest specific implications 

for the educational community at large.  These implications will be discussed through the lens of 

the empirical, theoretical, and practical applications. 

Empirical 

 A review of the literature related to formative assessment practices revealed a gap in 

middle school teachers’ understanding of formative assessment practices and formative 

assessment theory and the enacted instructional practices in the classroom.  Several factors that 

contributed to this gap include teacher misconceptions, leader misconceptions, and the public’s 

lack of knowledge regarding instructional decision-making (Bell et al., 2010; Dorn, 2010; Frey 

& Schmitt, 2010; Prewett et al., 2012).  The current study contributes to the missing literature on 

middle school teacher’s implementation of FAPs by clarifying that the co-researchers in this 

study do possess a working knowledge of the elements of FAPs.   
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The co-researchers understood the extensive benefits of FAPs and were working to 

leverage these benefits to increase the learning target mastery of their students and close the 

achievement and learning gaps.  For this group of co-researchers, this knowledge coupled with 

their passion for knowing their students, their attitude toward overcoming obstacles, and their 

identification of needs in professional learning could propel them toward success.  Consequently, 

policymakers in state legislature and at the state’s department of education would benefit from 

recognizing teachers are professionals.  As professionals, teachers are knowledgeable in best 

practices and do not choose to conduct FAPs because this form of assessment appears on TKES 

or in TAPS.  Teachers in this study used FAPs before the new evaluation models and will 

continue to do so because of the benefits for students.  This knowledge may inform the revisions 

of the state’s current evaluation models still widely debated in local communities, the press, and 

at the State Capitol. 

Theoretical 

 A key thread of formative assessment theory is the notion of formative feedback.  

Research tends to focus on formative feedback as it relates to using assessments for learning to 

inform classroom instruction (Taras, 2005).  However, research by others, including Bailey and 

Jakicic (2012), Black and Wiliam (2009), and Clark (2010), posited that teachers may benefit 

equally from the formative feedback associated with assessments for learning.  The co-

researchers in this study expressed the desire for feedback on this level as it relates to 

performance evaluations, instructional coaching for professional growth, and individualized 

needs for targeted professional learning.  Implications from these findings may suggest 

expansion of the theory to include learners of both sides of the assessment for learning as 
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beneficiaries of the formative feedback.  As noted by Black and Wiliam (2009), “The 

responsibility for learning rests with both the teacher and the learner” (p. 7). 

In response to this finding, building and central office administrators may want to 

consider greater inclusion of the teachers, instructional coaches, and other instructional support 

staff in the design and implementation of tools to provide effective feedback to content-area 

teachers.  While paper-pencil and digital surveys are efficient means of collecting data, the 

knowledge that co-researchers thrived within environments of interactions may influence their 

design of feedback models to include face-to-face or small group sessions.  With the increase of 

digital tools in the setting and the use of Google classroom, the district leadership may consider 

video tools, such as Google hangouts for video conferencing to collect teacher feedback. 

Practical 

Practical implications for these co-researchers rest largely upon leaders in the schools, 

districts, and state associated with the setting of the study.  District leadership could work to be 

responsive to the findings and focus on implementing solutions to the specifics of the co-

researchers’ needs.  Middle school teachers did not question or hesitate to communicate a clear 

expectation for formative assessment practices, as these expectations are established locally and 

from the state’s department of education.  However, co-researchers reported the absence of a 

shared understanding of what FAPs should look like in their classrooms.  While the co-

researchers’ responses reflected a proficient working knowledge, the teachers felt that those who 

often trained them locally and evaluated them did not have shared expectations or common 

language for FAPs.  Co-researchers also reported that even professors in their respective schools 

of education at the university level were disconnected from the common language of FAPs used 

in their classrooms.  This information provides building administrators, local leaders, state 
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leaders, university leaders, local trainers, and evaluators the opportunity to establish 

commonality of perception and understanding to best support the crucial work of the classroom 

teachers—educating their students.  If these stakeholder groups and the teachers do not have a 

shared expectation and vision for FAPs, then this disconnect may expand gaps in learning rather 

than close them.  

Additionally, co-researchers’ needs, such as providing a checklist or drop-down menu 

within the lesson planning template could be resolved with ease.  Once established, this 

framework could  be reviewed periodically as capacity is built among educators.  Local 

leadership could facilitate this modification to planbook by working with technical support for 

the online tool and redesigning the lesson plan template to accommodate teachers’ needs. 

The practical implication that may require the maximum effort locally relates to offering 

differentiated professional learning.  However, the district teaching and learning team has 

implemented several successful initiatives recently, such as the MDC cohorts mentioned in the 

study and have demonstrated the ability to implement initiatives with fidelity.  Further, the state 

already funds nine Regional Educational Service Agencies (RESA).  These agencies are tasked 

with providing support to districts in each region to improve school and district effectiveness, 

and they regularly provide coaching, modeling, and other professional learning support.  Since 

co-researchers desired differentiated professional learning on FAPs, building administrators, 

central office support staff, and state leaders could initiate annual focus groups at each regional 

office.  These face-to-face sessions would provide teachers a collaborative environment for 

articulating their professional learning needs related to FAPs.  The narratives produced from 

these sessions could be compiled, evaluated, and used to inform decisions about differentiated 
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professional learning to be conducted over time in an effort to accelerate teacher and student 

learning. 

Limitations 

Limitations constitute potential weaknesses within the study, and they are not in the 

control of the researcher (Simon, 2011).  Limitations to this study include the inability to 

generalize due to sample size and level, geographic location, and demographics.  The actual 

participant sample may not be an authentic representation of middle school teachers in each 

school, the district, or in education in general (Kurz et al., 2010).  The study included 17 

participants as co-researchers across grades 6-8 and across the four core content areas in middle 

school.  However, other teachers in those same grades and content areas may have provided 

different perspectives related to formative assessment practices.  Further, this study focused on 

the phenomenon with middle school teachers and may not generalize to teachers at the 

elementary and high school levels.  The sample size limits the study despite fitting the 

parameters of phenomenological research ideally (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  The social 

and cultural characteristics of the geographic location may not transfer to other schools and 

regions, and the low socio-economic status of the students with whom these teachers work and 

the demographics of the teachers themselves may limit further transferability to other student and 

teacher populations (Mehmood et al., 2012).  Finally, the researcher’s bias toward formative 

assessment practices and role in the setting may limit the study.  Creswell (2013) noted that in 

phenomenological research, significance exists in the “extensive time spent in the field” (p. 250) 

by the researcher to capture the shared, lived experiences of the participants.  Moustakas (1994) 

cautioned that this closeness and human nature itself may produce preconceived judgements.  

Consequently, as researcher, I embraced epoche, or bracketing, of my preconceptions 



179 

 

 


(Moustakas, 1994).  In turn, this process served to increase my influence and validate my 

interactions with the co-researchers.  For the co-researchers, the close interactions provided an 

environment for collaboration and ease of communication with honesty.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This transcendental phenomenological study contributes to the literature on middle 

school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices.  Since the study focused on 

middle school teachers in one semi-rural north Georgia school district, further research could 

target teachers at other levels, including elementary, high school, and college, and in other 

geographic regions.  Additionally, I suggest that future research study the perceptions of those 

who evaluate teachers, such as building administrators, district-level personnel, and state 

personnel concerning their understanding of formative assessment practices. 

 Further, the findings of this study indicated that teachers desired several supports to 

implement FAPs more consistently.  Among those supports was common or shared language for 

FAPs, coaching support through modeling and formative feedback, and differentiated 

professional learning to meet their needs.  Consequently, future research could seek to address 

the success of these specific initiatives with middle school teachers in order to understand which 

may influence the consistent use of formative assessment at the highest levels.  As noted in the 

study, levels of understanding related to FAPs vary greatly within the community of educators.  

Even the instructional coaches, cited in the study as a beneficial resource for teachers, possess 

varied levels of understanding and may require differentiated professional learning, so they can 

more directly meet the needs of the teachers.  Future research related to the perceptions of 

instructional coaches and the needs they may have related to implementing FAPs would benefit 

their profession, as well as the teachers and educational leaders they support. 
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 Finally, the schools of education across the country responsible for training the next 

generation of teachers could benefit from entering the discussion.  As referenced in the study, the 

terminology and understanding taught in the teacher preparation programs did not match 

common practice in the field.  Those who develop curriculum for the courses and instruct within 

the teacher training classes could conduct future research on the alignment of the curriculum at 

the collegiate level and the common language and current instructional expectations related to 

FAPs.  If teachers are evaluated by one set of expectations and trained using a model that does 

not align, those who suffer in the end are the students. 

Summary 

 This study sought to understand middle school teachers’ implementation of formative 

assessment practices in a semi-rural, north Georgia school district.  The central questions focused 

on how teachers described their implementation, perceived formative assessment theory and 

formative assessment practices, defined the obstacles that hinder consistent implementation, and 

identified the resources teachers need for successful implementation of FAPs.  The study found 

that middle school teachers in this setting described their implementation with a strong sense of 

the rationale for the use of FAPs and a respect for the broad benefits of regularly monitoring and 

assessing student learning.  Further, the middle school teachers’ desired formative feedback on 

their instructional practices, and they did not shrink back from accountability for those enacted 

practices.  Teachers acknowledged feedback and accountability as an established professional 

routine because they want to improve for the long-term benefit of their students and the art of 

teaching itself.  The intensity of the co-researchers’ angst concerning their desire for 

differentiated professional learning reiterates the old adage practice what you preach.  In the end, 

if formative assessment practices help students, then formative assessment practices should be 
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used routinely to assess the need, design, implement, monitor, and evaluate differentiated 

professional learning for the middle school teachers.  Since this research found that formative 

assessment practices consistently impact student learning when teachers use them to design 

effective learning environments with a focus on the students’ learning needs, the mandate is clear 

– formative assessment must become the norm for all teachers who want to see their students’ 

close gaps in learning and overall achievement. 
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Appendix B Script for Introduction of Study to Participants 

Thank you for taking the time to attend this meeting.  I will explain the parameters of a research 

study being conducted by David W. Thacker, a doctoral student with Liberty University.   

 

As the school’s instructional coach, I will serve only as the site coordinator, or liaison, for the 

study.  As such, I will not participate or become a co-researcher in this study at any time.  I am 

providing this information to you as a potential participant in the study because of your role as a 

full-time academic content teacher in one of the five middle schools in this district. 

 

Background Information: 

 

The purpose of the study is to understand the factors that contribute to teachers’ implementation 

of formative assessment practices among middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest 

Georgia school district.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined as those 

assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning check-up during 

the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 

2012; Marzano, 2010). 

 

Procedures: 

 

In the next 48 hours, you will receive an email inviting you to participate in the first phase of the 

study, the screening protocol.  The email will include a hyperlink to an electronic Google form 

where you will be asked to provide your informed consent to participate in this phase of the 

study.  This protocol serves to provide Mr. Thacker with demographic information and the range 

of your personal experience with implementing formative assessment practices.  From this 

information, he will select those who will participate in the subsequent aspects of the research 

study as co-researchers.  If you agree, please do the following: 

 

(a) check the box consenting to participate and sign the form electronically 

(b) respond completely to the screening protocol 

(c) click submit at the conclusion of the screening protocol 

(d) complete this portion within the next seven days. 

 

Mr. Thacker will email you notification if you are selected to continue as a participant in the 

study.  If you are selected, you will be asked to come alongside Mr. Thacker as a co-researcher 

in the remainder of the study.  Co-researchers will interact in this research study through 

questioning, dialogue, and the reflective process.  Those selected will be interviewed 

individually for 20-30 minutes using semi-structured questions.  The interviews will be digitally 

recorded and transcribed, and you will be asked to review the transcript for accuracy.  Your 

confidentiality will be protected through the use of pseudonyms.  

 

If you have any further clarifying questions, please contact Mr. David W. Thacker via email at 

dwthacker@liberty.edu. 

  



193 

 

 


Appendix C Screening Protocol Recruitment Letter 

 

Academic Content Teachers: 

 My name is David W. Thacker, and I am a doctoral student with Liberty University.  I am 

conducting research as part of my dissertation program.  I would like to invite you to participate 

in this study as a screening protocol participant.  The study seeks to understand the factors that 

contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school 

teachers. You were selected as a screening protocol participant because of your role as a full-

time academic content teacher in one of the five middle schools in this district.  

 If you would like to participate in this study as a screening protocol participant, I would 

ask you to do the following: 

(a) electronically sign and submit the informed consent form included below 

(b) participate in the online screening protocol below by responding to questions that will 

aid me in selecting participants for the study   

(c) respond by either agreeing or disagreeing to participate within 5 days of receiving the 

invitation 

(d) if you agree, please respond to the screening protocol questions within the following 

7 days. 

I will make final selection of participants for the next stages of the study and will notify you via 

email if you are selected. 

 If you are selected, I will ask you to participate in an individual interview of 20-30 

minutes in length conducted by me.  I will conduct the interview using a set of semi-structured, 

open-ended questions that I will pose to each participant.  I will digitally record and transcribe 

the interview verbatim.  I will ask you to review the transcription to ensure accuracy.  Once I 
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complete interviews, I may also ask you to participate in a focus group.  However, your 

participation in the individual interview will not guarantee your participation in the focus group.  

However, the individual interview is the next step toward determining those who will later 

participate in the focus group interview.  Throughout the duration of the study, I will guard your 

confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms. 

 I appreciate your consideration of my study and look forward to hearing from you.  Feel 

free to contact me if you have questions about the study. 

 

Sincerely, 

David W. Thacker 

dwthacker@liberty.edu 
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Appendix D Screening Protocol for Potential Co-researchers 

Thank you for consenting to participate in this online screening protocol for this study to understand the 

factors that contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle 

school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  Please read the purpose statement and 

instructions sections below before answering the screening protocol questions. 

 

Purpose of Screening Protocol: 

 

Your responses to questions in this online screening protocol will aid me in selecting participants for the 

study with diversity in characteristics, including years in the district, total years of teaching experience, 

years of middle school teaching experience, years at current grade level, years in current content area, and 

gender.  Your participation in the screening protocol will not guarantee your participation in other aspects 

of the study.  However, the screening protocol is the first step toward determining those who will later 

participate in an individual interview and a focus group interview. 

 

Instructions for Screening Protocol: 

 

The screening protocol questions below will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.  Please respond 

to the questions based on your personal history and experiences.  Please note that some questions require 

a specific response, some offer the opportunity for more than one selection, and others are open-ended 

questions.  Finally, the submit button on the online form must be used to collect your responses.  I will 

guard your confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms, both for your name and your position, and the 

location of the study.  

 

Screening Protocol Questions: 

 

Demographics 

 

1. What is your name (first and last)?  I will change this information to a pseudonym for the 

study. 

 

2. What is your gender? 

a. male 

b. female 

 

3. What is your middle school location?  These are pseudonyms. 

a. Applegate Middle School 

b. Brighthouse Middle School 

c. Capstone Middle School 

d. Dartmouth Middle School 

e. Edgewater Middle School 

 

4. What grade (6, 7, or 8) in middle school do you primarily teach? 

 

5. How many years have you taught this grade in middle school? 

 

6. How many total years have you taught middle school? 
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7. Not including middle school, how many total years have you taught at other levels? 

 

8. Were the years you taught other than middle school primarily at the elementary or high 

school level? 

 

9. What academic content area do you primarily teach in middle school?   

a. English/language arts 

b. mathematics 

c. science 

d. social studies 

 

10. How many years have you taught this academic content area in middle school? 

 

Understanding and Use of Formative Assessment Practices 

 

11. Consider the following definition.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined 

as those assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning 

check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future 

instruction.  What, if anything, would you change or add to this definition? 

 

12. How often do you use formative assessment practices with middle school students?  If 

possible, please use words or phrases to indicate the frequency with which you use them, 

such as once or twice a week. 

 

13. What types of formative assessment practices do you use? If possible, please list and 

describe those you use. 
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The Liberty University Institutional 
Review Board has approved 
this document for use from 

9/25/15 to 9/24/16 
Protocol # 2304.092515 

Appendix E Informed Consent Form for Screening Protocol Participants  

A phenomenological study of middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices 

in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

David W. Thacker 

Liberty University 

School of Education 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that seeks to understand the factors that contribute to 

teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school teachers. You were 

selected as a possible participant because of your role as a full-time academic content teacher in one of 

the five middle schools in this district. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have 

before agreeing to be in the study. 

 

David W. Thacker, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, is conducting 

this study.  

 

Background Information: 

 

The purpose of the study is to understand the factors that contribute to teachers’ implementation of 

formative assessment practices among middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school 

district.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by 

teachers as assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs 

teachers’ decisions about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010). 

 

Procedures: 

 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 

 

Participate in an online screening protocol by responding to questions that will aid me in selecting 

participants for the study with diversity in characteristics, including years in the district, total years of 

teaching experience, years of middle school teaching experience, years at current grade level, years in 

current content area, and gender.  The screening protocol will be sent to you through a digital link via 

email and will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.  Your participation in the screening protocol 

will not guarantee your participation in other aspects of the study.  However, the screening protocol is the 

first step toward determining those who will later participate in an individual interview and a focus group 

interview. 

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 

 

Minimal risks exist in the study, but these risks are no more than you would encounter in everyday life.   

 

No direct benefits exist for the screening protocol participants in this study. The information gained from 

the screening protocol will be used to select co-researchers for the study.     

 

Compensation: 

 

No one will be compensated in any way for participation in this study or the screening protocol. 
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The Liberty University Institutional 
Review Board has approved 
this document for use from 

9/25/15 to 9/24/16 
Protocol # 2304.092515 

Confidentiality: 

 

I will keep the records of this study private. In any type of report that I might publish, I will not include 

any information that will make it possible to identify a participant. I will store research records securely in 

a locked cabinet where only I will have access. Only I will have direct access to the digital records of the 

responses.  I will guard your confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms, both for your name and your 

position, and the location of the study. 

 

The screening protocol responses and any notes made from the screening protocol will all be kept in a 

locked cabinet.  I will be the only one who has access to the cabinet and to the digital records of the 

responses.  I will maintain the data for a period of three years following the completion of the study.  At 

that time, all data (hard copies and digital files), notes, and recordings will be erased and/or shredded. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

 

Participation in this study and the screening protocol is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 

participate will not affect your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to 

participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those 

relationships. 

 

How to Withdraw from the Study: 

 

If you decide to withdraw from the study, simply email me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  Should you decide 

to withdraw from the study, no part of any collected data from you will be used in the study.  I will 

destroy such data immediately upon your withdrawal. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

 

The researcher conducting this study is David W. Thacker.  You may ask any questions you have now. If 

you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  You may also 

contact my advisor, Gail Collins, Ed.D., at glcollins2@liberty.edu. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than 

the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd, 

Carter 134, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.   

 

Please notify the researcher if you would like a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 

consent to participate in the study. 

 

 

 

Signature: _______________________________________________  Date: ______________ 

 

Signature of Investigator: ___________________________________  Date: ______________ 
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Appendix F Recruitment Letter for Co-Researchers 

 

Academic Content Teachers: 

 My name is David W. Thacker, and I am a doctoral student with Liberty University.  I am 

conducting research as part of my doctoral program.  I would like to invite you to participate in 

this study as a co-researcher, someone who comes alongside the researcher by through 

questioning, dialogue, and the reflective process.  The study seeks to understand the factors that 

contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school 

teachers. You were selected as a potential co-researcher from responding to the screening 

protocol and because of your role as a full-time academic content teacher in one of the five 

middle schools in this district.  

 If you would like to participate in this study as a co-researcher, I would ask you to do the 

following: 

(a) electronically sign and submit the informed consent form included below 

(b) if you agree, please respond to this invitation within the following 7 days. 

I will make contact after hearing from you to schedule a time before or after school for the 

individual interview of approximately 20-30 minutes.   

 I will conduct the interview using a set of semi-structured, open-ended questions that I 

will pose to each participant.  I will digitally record and transcribe the interview verbatim.  I will 

ask you to review the transcription to ensure accuracy.  Once I complete interviews, I may also 

ask you to participate in a focus group.  However, your participation in the individual interview 

will not guarantee your participation in the focus group.  However, the individual interview is the 

next step toward determining those who will later participate in the focus group interview.  The 
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focus group interview will require 45-60 minutes.  Throughout the duration of the study, I will 

guard your confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms. 

 I appreciate your consideration of my study and look forward to hearing from you.  Feel 

free to contact me if you have questions about the study. 

 

Sincerely, 

David W. Thacker 

dwthacker@liberty.edu 
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Appendix G Informed Consent Form for Individual Interviews 

A phenomenological study of middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in a 

semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

David W. Thacker 

Liberty University 

School of Education 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that seeks to understand the factors that contribute to 

teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school teachers. You were selected 

as a possible participant because of your role as a full-time academic content teacher in one of the five middle 

schools in this district. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 

in the study. 

 

David W. Thacker, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, is conducting this 

study.  

 

Background Information: 

 
The purpose of the study is to understand the factors that contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative 

assessment practices among middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  

Formative assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by teachers as 

assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions 

about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010). 

 

Procedures: 

 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 

 

Participate in an individual interview with me before or after the school day.  The interview will occur in your 

school’s conference room at a mutually agreed time.  The interview will use a series of semi-structured, open-

ended questions that will be asked of each interview participant.  I will digitally record the interview and 

transcribe it verbatim.  I will give you the opportunity to review the transcription to ensure accuracy.  The 

interview will take approximately 20-30 minutes.  If necessary, I may contact you for clarification of 

information once transcription of the interview is completed. 

 

Submit sample lesson plans for me to review.  Submission may occur through email, hard copies, or the web-

based platform (planbook.com) used by the district.  I will request these when scheduling the individual 

interviews. 

 

Submit blank teacher-made formative assessments used in the classroom.  Submission may occur through 

email, or hard copies.  I will request these when scheduling the individual interviews. 

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 

 
Minimal risks exist in the study, but these risks are no more than you would encounter in everyday life.   

 

No direct benefits exist for the interviewee participants in this study. The information gained from this study 

may benefit the community of educators in understanding middle school teachers’ perceptions of formative 

assessment practices and the factors that might increase teachers’ use of formative assessment practices.  As 

teachers learn more about formative assessment and implement these practices more consistently, students may 
benefit.   
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Compensation: 

 

No one will be compensated in any way for participation in this study. 

 

Confidentiality: 

 

I will keep the records of this study private. In any type of report that I might publish, I will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify a participant. I will store research records securely in a locked 

cabinet where only I will have access. I will guard your confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms, both 

for your name and your position, and the location of the study. 

 

The digital recordings, any notes taken during the interview, the transcription of the interview, and notes made 

on the transcription will all be kept in a locked cabinet.  I will be the only one who has access to the cabinet.  I 

will maintain the data for a period of three years following the completion of the study.  At that time, all data, 

notes, and recordings will be erased and/or shredded. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current 

or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question 

or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.  

 

How to Withdraw from the Study: 
 

If you decide to withdraw from the study, simply email me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  Should you decide to 

withdraw from the study, no part of any collected data from you will be used in the study.  I will destroy such 

data immediately upon your withdrawal. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

 

The researcher conducting this study is David W. Thacker.  You may ask any questions you have now. If you 

have questions later, you are encouraged to contact me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  You may also contact my 

advisor, Gail Collins, Ed.D., at glcollins2@liberty.edu. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than the 

researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd, Carter 134, 

Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.   

 

Please notify the researcher if you would like a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 
 

I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 

to participate in the study. 

 

 The researcher has my permission to digitally-record me as part of my participation in this study.  

 

Signature: _______________________________________________  Date: ______________ 

 

Signature of Investigator: ___________________________________  Date: ______________ 
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Appendix H Informed Consent Form for Focus Group Interview 

A phenomenological study of middle school teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices in a 

semi-rural northwest Georgia school district 

David W. Thacker 

Liberty University 

School of Education 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that seeks to understand the factors that contribute to 

teachers’ implementation of formative assessment practices among middle school teachers. You were selected 

as a possible participant because of your role as a full-time academic content teacher in one of the five middle 

schools in this district. I ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be 

in the study. 

 

David W. Thacker, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, is conducting this 

study.  

 

Background Information: 

 

The purpose of the study is to understand the factors that contribute to teachers’ implementation of formative 

assessment practices among middle school teachers in a semi-rural northwest Georgia school district.  

Formative assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by teachers as 

assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions 

about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010). 

 

Procedures: 

 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things: 

 

Participate in a focus group consisting of eight to 10 teachers from the five middle schools in your district 

before or after the school day.  The interview will occur in a conference room at a mutually agreed time and 

location at one of the five middle schools.  The focus group interview will use a series of semi-structured, 

open-ended questions that will be asked during the focus group.  I will facilitate the focus group and take 

notes.  I will digitally record the focus group and transcribe the discussion verbatim.  I will provide a copy of 

the transcription to each participant in the focus group.  The focus group will take approximately 45 minutes.  

If necessary, I may contact you for clarification of information once transcription of the focus group interview 

is completed. 

 

Submit sample lesson plans for me to review.  Submission may occur through email, hard copies, or the web-

based platform (planbook.com) used by the district.  I will request these when scheduling the individual 

interviews. 

 

Submit blank teacher-made formative assessments used in the classroom.  Submission may occur through 

email, or hard copies.  I will request these when scheduling the individual interviews. 

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 

 

Minimal risks exist in the study, but these risks are no more than you would encounter in everyday life.   

 

No direct benefits exist for the focus group participants in this study. The information gained from the focus 

group discussion may benefit the community of educators in understanding middle school teachers’ 
perceptions of formative assessment practices and the factors that might increase teachers’ use of formative 
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assessment practices.  As teachers learn more about formative assessment and implement these practices more 

consistently, students may benefit.   

 

Compensation: 

 

No one will be compensated in any way for participation in this study or the focus group interview. 

 

Confidentiality: 

 

I will keep the records of this study private. In any type of report that I might publish, I will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify a participant. I will store research records securely in a locked 

cabinet where only I will have access. I will guard your confidentiality through the use of pseudonyms, both 

for your name and your position, and the location of the study. 

 

The digital recordings, any notes taken during the focus group, the transcription of the focus group interview, 

and notes made on the transcription will all be kept in a locked cabinet.  I will be the only one who has access 

to the cabinet.  I will maintain the data for a period of three years following the completion of the study.  At 

that time, all data, notes, and recordings will be erased and/or shredded. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 

Participation in this study and the focus group is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not 

affect your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free to not 

answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.  

 

How to Withdraw from the Study: 

 

If you decide to withdraw from the study, simply email me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  Should you decide to 

withdraw from the study, no part of any collected data from you will be used in the study.  I will destroy such 

data immediately upon your withdrawal. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

 

The researcher conducting this study is David W. Thacker.  You may ask any questions you have now. If you 

have questions later, you are encouraged to contact me at dwthacker@liberty.edu.  You may also contact my 

advisor, Gail Collins, Ed.D., at glcollins2@liberty.edu. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than the 

researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd, Carter 134, 

Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.   

 

Please notify the researcher if you would like a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 

to participate in the study. 

 

 The researcher has my permission to digitally-record me as part of my participation in this study.  

 

Signature: _______________________________________________  Date: ______________ 
 

Signature of Investigator: ___________________________________  Date: ______________  
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Appendix I Sample Field Notes Individual Interview 

Sample of select questions and field notes form individual interview (Jack): 

1. Consider the following definition.  Formative assessment practices are generally defined 

as those assessment practices used by teachers as assessments for learning—a learning 

check-up during the learning process that informs teachers’ decisions about future 

instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).  What, if anything, would you 

change or add to this definition? 

 Change part about future learning, sometimes it’s current learning or current teaching 

 Technically, future is next second, but most think of future as next day, two days, or 

week, could be thumbs up or thumbs down, check and change my instruction 

 Like the first part in terms of what FA is, makes sense, agree with it 

4. Please describe an experience you have had as a teacher with using formative assessment.  

Be as specific and detailed as possible.  Please include the grade level and content area of 

the students you were teaching. 

 Math grade 6, exponents, base, power, specific vocabulary, understand how to write and 

calculate exponents using correct notation 

 Used observation as FA, did examples together, circulated, had one-on-one conversations 

 Heard a lot of “Now, I remember.” Students struggles with place value 

 Teacher can’t just ask for the right answer, observation allowed me to drive instruction to 

heart of misconception 

8. Please describe an instructional situation where you would and would not use FA 

practices? Explain your reasoning. 

 Effective teachers assess, check if students got it or not, anything else is not teaching 
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 Compared not assessing to sending package to relative and never verifying it got there 

 Just like giving busy work you never intend to grade, going to trash it 

 Moment you start checking it, then it becomes formative assessment 

12. Consider that professional learning refers to any learning experience where your school 

leadership, an outside consultant, your school district, or someone during a conference 

you attended instructed you.  Describe any positive experiences you have had with 

professional learning related to FA practices.  Did this experience help you implement 

FA practices more consistently?  Why or why not? 

 Sometimes, more of a professional learning issue and not an issue with FA 

 Shortcoming of PL in general, assuming everybody needs PL on some practice and not 

everybody does 

 A formative assessment would tell you that, designers of PL should practice what they 

want us to practice, exempt some people from those they do not need and provide them 

with something else 
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Appendix J Sample Field Notes Focus Group 

Sample of select questions and field notes from the focus group interview: 

3. I provided the following definition during the individual interviews.  Formative 

assessment practices are generally defined as those assessment practices used by teachers 

as assessments for learning—a learning check-up during the learning process that informs 

teachers’ decisions about future instruction (Bailey & Jakicic, 2012; Marzano, 2010).  Is 

there anything else you can elaborate on here that you did not say in your individual 

interview? 

 Not always written in plans, drives instruction, on a daily basis, not always planned, 

periodically, beginning/middle/end of class, writing as FA 

 Language of FAPs, terminology, check for understanding, leads to differentiation, 

formative versus summative, lecturing versus FAPs, self-assessment as FAP, types of 

FA, fists-to-five, tickets-out-the-door, Jack’s confession—Googled FAPs 

 FAPs are on-going, using more digital platforms for FAPs, really like learning check-up 

aspect, clarify part about future instruction—could be immediately, later in class, 

tomorrow, or down the road 

 Evolution of learning, disconnect from college instruction, especially terminology 

4. What steps do you think need to occur to implement formative assessment practices more 

consistently? Why? 

 Options in lesson plans online, lists or checklists for reference, drop-down menu on 

planbook website, clarify and establish common language, formative versus summative 

 Need to see it modeled more, set clear expectations for everyone—teachers and 

administrators, establish expectations from the top down 
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5. Describe one or more experiences where you used data from formative assessments to 

adjust your instruction.  What was the context?  How did you use the information and 

why? 

 Writing provides good source of what kids know, using creative illustrations, checkpoints 

with writing or projects 

 MAP data, used for grouping, tracking student growth, used in grade level meetings, 

collaborative discussions, create math levels for small groups 

7. For this question, consider that professional learning refers to any learning experience 

where your school leadership, an outside consultant, your school district, or someone 

during a conference you attended instructed you.  Is there anything you could elaborate 

on here that you did not already say during the individual interviews about school, 

district, or self-selected professional learning related to the use of formative assessment 

practices?  

 Example of Learn Zillion model from Jack, ask beforehand about specific needs or 

desires for PL 

 Assess adults formatively, too, and gather feedback for what is needed, teachers should 

have a voice in their own learning 

 Respect teachers as professionals, veteran teachers may or may not need the same 

training as a first-year person, differentiate the PL for us 

 One-size-fits-all mindset does not work and cause frustration, time is valuable, teachers 

have other things to do (not take a nap or leave for lunch) 

 Administration and instructional coaches should have input on who gets what PL, 

minimum requirements should be set  
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Appendix K Sample Reflective Journal Entries 

Samples of select entries from reflective journal: 

October 2, 2015 

I sincerely believe formative assessment practices are essential to identifying learning 

gaps.  This makes me think of misconceptions in math FALs, like the one about the changes in 

temperature.  Once teachers know the gaps, then instruction can be adjusted to meet students’ 

needs.  I do see some teachers using formative assessment practices really well.  I wonder how 

much they share the same understanding or even have a common vocabulary for understanding 

it.  I am uncertain if teachers understand or misunderstand the language of formative assessment, 

but I do think teachers learn a lot from one another. 

November 9, 2015 

I think Jack understands a lot about formative assessment, but I think he knows even 

more about his students.  The way he described them in the math lesson was just like he recalled 

the expression on their faces and knew the moment they finally got the learning.  Maybe he does 

overthink the kinds of questions he asks them.  It’s good to learn even better questioning 

techniques, but he seems pretty solid.  His interview was a lot longer than I expected.  Maybe I 

let him talk too much.  I wonder how long it will take to transcribe. 

January 7, 2016 

 This group really took off with the conversation today.  They brought forth more of a 

common understanding of the definition than I expected.  I am not surprised at their desire for 

differentiated professional learning.  I was somewhat surprised by the intensity and level of 

frustration with the “everybody gets this training” approach.  They also liked the idea of students 

developing self-evaluation strategies by high school.  
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Appendix L GaDOE TAPS Standards and Rubrics 

 



211 

 

 


 
  



212 

 

 


Appendix M Enumeration Table 

Open-Codes 

Enumeration of 

Open-Code 

Appearance across 

Code Families 

Themes by Research 

Question 

Adjust Instruction 109 

Research Question One: 

Evolving 

Implementation 

Assessments for Learning 109 

Benefits of FA Types 73 

Digital FA 23 

Evolution of Implementation/Understanding 11 

FA Definition 68 

FA Frequency 37 

FA Increased Frequency 22 

FA Increased Reason 23 

FA No Change in Frequency 2 

FA No Change Reason 4 

FALs 43 

Formative Feedback 19 

Importance of Shared Language for FA 39 

In the Moment 22 

Learning Check-Up 26 

Lesson Plans 19 

Listening 9 

Meaningful Reason 5 

Meaningful Statement 5 

Peer Assessment 3 

Questioning 38 

Self-Assessment 19 

Types of FA 97 

Writing as FA 27 
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Open-Codes 

Enumeration of 

Open-Code 

Appearance across 

Code Families 

Themes by Research 

Question 

Adjust Instruction 109 

Research Question Two: 

Knowing their Students 

Alignment between Assessment and Instruction 113 

Assessments for Learning 109 

Assessments of Learning 9 

Classroom Environment 32 

Common FA Practices 43 

Common Unit Assessments 13 

Differentiation 39 

Evolution of Implementation/Understanding 11 

FA Data Use 65 

Formative versus Summative 22 

In the Moment 22 

Knowing their Students 62 

Overall Assessment Practices 28 

Perceptions of FA Theory 74 

Professional Learning 77 

Reflect on Instructional Practices 54 

SA Data Use 7 

Student Perceptions of Assessment 13 

Student Role in FA 53 

Successful FA Practices 30 

Successful Reason 30 

Unsuccessful FA Practices 26 

Unsuccessful Reason 26 
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Open-Codes 

Enumeration of 

Open-Code 

Appearance across 

Code Families 

Themes by Research 

Question 

Adjust Instruction 109 

Research Question 

Three: Need for 

Common Language 

and Shared 

Expectations 

Assessments for Learning 109 

Common FA Practices 43 

Consistent Implementation 56 

Expectations for FA Practices 42 

FA Data Use 65 

Importance of Shared Language for FA 39 

Knowing their Students 62 

Learning Target Mastery 42 

Learning Target Non-Mastery 25 

Not Use FA Practices Instructionally 22 

Not Use FA Practices Reason 23 

Obstacles to Implementation of FA Practices 52 

Professional Learning 77 

SA Data Use 7 

Students Perceptions of Assessment 13 

Teacher Role in FA Practices 83 

Use FA Practices Instructionally 17 

Use FA Practices Reason 17 

Additional Information 19 

Research Question 

Four: Differentiated 

Professional Learning 

Additional Resources 35 

Beneficial Resources 34 

Coaching 22 

Consistent Implementation 56 

Differentiated Professional Learning 12 

Expectations for FA Practices 42 

Lesson Plans 19 

Negative Professional Learning 22 

Non-Negotiable Practices 4 

Positive Professional Learning 34 

SIOP 6 

TKES 8 
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Appendix N Sample of Math FAL 
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Appendix O Sample Lesson Plan 
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Appendix P Sample Formative Assessments 
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  Appendix Q Audit Trail 

September 25, 2015 received IRB approval for study 2304.092515 

September 30, 2015 conducted pilot study at nearby middle school; discovered need to create  

 questions cards for interviewees to follow; learned from using recording software 

October 2, 2015 met with school instructional coaches; discussed introduction of the study; 

provided my reflections on FAPs; answered questions 

October 16, 2015 introduction of study held at Brighthouse Middle School (pseudonym) 

October 18, 2015 introduction of study held at Capstone Middle School (pseudonym); emailed 

potential participants at Brighthouse the Screening Protocol Recruitment invitations 

October 19, 2015 introduction of study held at Applegate Middle School (pseudonym); emailed 

potential participants at Applegate the Screening Protocol Recruitment invitations;  

emailed potential participants at Capstone Middle School (pseudonym) the Screening 

Protocol Recruitment invitations 

October 21, 2015 introduction to study held at Dartmouth Middle School (pseudonym) and 

Edgewater Middle School (pseudonym); answered login questions via email about online 

Screening Protocol 

October 22, 2015 emailed potential participants at Dartmouth and Edgewater the Screening 

Protocol Recruitment invitations 

October 25, 2015 emailed potential participants left off first emails 

October 27, 2015 emailed reminders and follow-up requests to first groups of potential 

Participants 

November 1, 2015 emailed final reminder ahead of November 4, 2015 cut-off date 

November 2, 2015 applied criterion purposeful sampling to screening protocol and identified 
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sample of participants to become co-researchers; participants consented electronically, 

but I also had paper copies signed at the time of the individual interviews 

November 4, 2015 began scheduling individual interviews via email; I found I had to schedule a 

few at a time for the week and then schedule a few more 

November 9, 2015 conducted first individual interview (Jack); the first one went over the 

predicted 20 minutes; I learned to keep the co-researcher more on track 

November 10, 2015 conducted second individual interview (Melinda) 

November 11, 2015 conducted individual interviews three and four (Pamela and Tim) 

November 12, 2015 conducted individual interview five (Teresa) 

November 13, 2015 conducted individual interviews six and seven (Kim and Patricia) 

November 16, 2015 conducted individual interviews eight and nine (April and Lisa) 

November 19, 2015 conducted individual interviews 10-13 (Andrea, Angela, Ben, and Brenda); 

tried to reach goal of completing interviews before Thanksgiving break but did not 

November 21-30, 2015 transcribed completed individual interviews; first three were slow going, 

but the process sped up as I got used to listening and typing 

December 1, 2015 conducted individual interviews 14-15 (Kateline and Melissa) 

December 4, 2015 conducted individual interviews 16-17 (Brittany and Kathy) 

December 4-15, 2015 completed transcription of individual interviews and emailed co- 

 researchers their transcripts for member checking; reminded them of access to lesson 

plans and collection of formative assessment samples (outlined in consent forms) 

December 15-16, 2015 applied purposeful sampling and selected eight co-researchers for focus 

group 

December 18, 2015 emailed invitations to co-researchers for focus group; experienced anxiety  
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 about all co-researchers showing up 

January 7, 2016 conducted focus group interviews lasting approximately 45 minutes 

January 8-11, 2016 began transcribing focus group interview; transcribed this more quickly than 

expected 

January 18, 2016 emailed co-researchers in focus group the transcript for member checking; 

reminded them of collection of lesson plans and sample formative assessments 

January 19-February 9, 2016 focused on collecting lesson plans and sample FA for data analysis 

February 13-23, 2016 began data analysis process by uploading primary documents to ATLAS.ti  

and reading through them; reviewed field notes and reflection journal to bracket out 

preconceptions; generated initial codes in ATLAS.ti and linked them to the individual 

interview questions and focus group questions creating code families; linked these codes 

to the study’s four research questions and theoretical framework creating code families 

associated with them; completed multiple cycles of coding; read through codes and 

transcripts repeatedly; generated reports linking codes and quotations; used these to 

identify themes  

February 24-29, 2016 drafted Chapter 4 and made edits to previous chapters to submit to 

dissertation chair 

February 29, 2016 submitted draft to dissertation chair; continued drafting of Chapter 5 

March 1, 2016 received revisions back from dissertation chair; began working on those 

March 2-6, 2016 completed draft of remaining portions of dissertation including Appendices; 

submitted draft of entire dissertation to chair 

 


