The Assessment Pancake.    Pete Vickers.  
This is less of a resource, but more of a story about a typical event in a college day.  It will hopefully motivate you and your team to create an assessment programme that really means something to each individual student.  One of the motivations I have is a comment that a Mum made to me as her son prepared to leave special school and enter our college:, 
Another initial assessment?  If you must!  I’ve got into the habit of collecting them, they are all in a box under my bed!

That tells me a lot about some of our own habits as teachers in Further Education.  Initial assessment is what we do, quite a lot.  Maybe we are a lot less confident about what will happen to our student when he or she leaves college.  Just maybe our energies are slightly misdirected?  Anyway, here is the event:-

Picture the scene, we have all been there.   It has been a busy journey into work, I arrive slightly late at 8.40 for a teacher’s meeting run by my Head of school.  As I thought about  the resources I needed for my supported employment group, I recall hearing the boss mentioning something important about registering the students for a new qualification – or was it something to do with safeguarding, probably both.  With the meeting over my next stop is at my computer where I find the very message I don’t need – Sheila the catering tutor is off again, so is one of her support staff.  

At 9.05 I quickly made three phone calls trying to find some cover for her session which starts in twenty five minutes.  No luck this morning, so my Supported Employment group is the casualty, I manage to persuade Ian,  who already has six students, that an additional eight students and my support worker, will enhance his trip to the West Yorkshire Playhouse  and luckily I get away with it.  What was it I heard about safeguarding earlier?
Sheila’s email tells me there is a most organised teaching file above her very organised desk and I grab this as I make my way towards the kitchen.  I vaguely know the students that will be waiting for me, they all have severe learning difficulties and a mixture of challenging behaviours.  In the corridor I flick open the extremely organised file.  Damn!  It’s that bloody worksheet again.  You know the one, the photocopied picture of a haphazard kitchen with wires hanging about, knives falling out of drawers, pots boiling over and someone’s finger lying on the floor while the dismembered person looks for a blue Elastoplast.  I hate that kind of worksheet – two and half hours of that with a red pen is not my idea of teaching and learning – and it’s boring!
With Pancake Day approaching, I quickly bash out an ingredient list for savoury pancakes, mince, onion, eggs, milk and a bit of plain flour.  There is only one Learning Support today, it’s Norma.  That’s good, so I set her off with Chelsea and Callum down to the local shop.  For some reason and with a smattering of dis-respect, I show the remaining six students how to make a paper aeroplane out of the worksheet.  That was much harder than you would think, but within half an hour, various shapes of aeroplane were being thrown around the kitchen.   
s
That aeroplane did two things, one it gave me a bit of time to calm down and secondly I noticed how interesting it had been to observe each student create their own version of a plane from the worksheet.  Soon the bag of shopping appeared around the kitchen door.  It was time for some cooking.  I asked the students to do nothing but gather around and watch very carefully.  I asked Norma to help me prepare, cook and present a savoury pancake.  With the students almost shocked into a state of compliance we soon completed the meal, it took just twenty minutes.  There was one more shock!  It was a shock for Norma who is normally totally ‘hands on’ with the students;

‘Norma, you and I are going to sit back and watch the students complete this meal!  We only intervene if there is a serious hazard with the hot pans or hotplates.’

That is what we did, the hardest job was to stop Norma getting up to help students lift pans from cupboards, opening milk, breaking eggs.  She in fact appeared incredibly anxious about her lack of activity.  This was to be a learning experience for her too.  Once I had taken my hands off her shoulders I drew up eight columns on a piece of A4, each one headed by a student’s name.  The sheet of A4 was never going to be enough as I scribbled observations of the chaos happening in front of me.  I wasn’t supporting students, I was observing them undertake a set task.  A task that never before had they been given the chance to do, independently.

It soon became obvious that there was little chance of a safe lunch being ready at noon.  ‘So what? We have a canteen, we will go there instead!’   In Sheila’s very organised group, onions were cooked in large lumps, raw mince languished in cold pans, yolks and egg shells were whisked together in stodgy lumps of plain flour.  Mathew  actually managed to cook some mixture, but dropped it onto the floor as the pan did a 180 degree turn in his weak wrist.  He just left it on the floor as did everyone else.  When Wasim walked through the cooked mincemeat he just picked up a teatowel and used it to wipe his trainers.  Then I saw something magic taking place:  it was Chelsea, she saw the mess that Mathew had left, she deemed it unsafe, she then walked to the cleaning cupboard, picked out a dustpan and brush and brushed it up.  Joy!  It was less impressive when she dumped the mincemeat mix, the dustpan and the brush all in the bin together, but we can work on that. There was a lot to work on; I had six pages of individually relevant notes about the student group.
 A reflective comment 

Seriously, I am not suggesting that any tutor should do what happened in the kitchen that morning. I know for sure you may be reading this and screaming at me for my conduct.  Certainly when Norma told Sheila about the worksheet and the activity I was in trouble, Sheila didn’t talk to me for a month, but I think it was one of the best sessions I have ever taught!  If an inspector had been in the kitchen that day I think he or she would have thought so too - though my grade would have been influenced by a very unsatisfactory remark under Health and Safety. 
When I thought about the students and looked at my observation notes they actually gave me a real insight into the student’s abilities, it was a really useful assessment.  I knew which student could respond to a challenge, who could work alone, but additionally who could work alone and still find time to help someone who was struggling.  I could see who had a grasp of health and safety, who had bothered to wash their hands and who thought they could cook something without a hotplate being turned on.  I could see who thought they could slice an onion with a spatula, who got fed up, who was bossing others about, who continuously came across asking for help.  The list went on and on.  In front of me, scribbled on the paper were personal learning goals that really meant something.

Half an hour before the session finished Norma and I called a halt to the activity.  We all needed that time to clear up for one thing.  As we sat together and evaluated the session, they mostly agreed it had been great fun and then they started calling out about each other, especially about the problems they had seen going on.  Not only had the session been a good assessment, I was now witnessing some peer review of targets for the next session.  If only I had it on video!
Reviewing RARPA stage 2
As a result of the assessment pancake, in September 14 I asked all of my tutors to undertake an initial assessment programme based on the concept of setting tasks, then stepping back and observing the outcome.  The assessment programme lasted five weeks.  Some tutors found it easier than others, the support staff found it most difficult of all.   I am currently reviewing the impact of this and attach the form that we used to carry out the assessment.  Over four hundred assessment forms were completed by the middle of October. I recently took a sample fifteen students and sixty of their assessments for an evaluation team to moderate as part of the RARPA review.
We are still learning, the moderation activity showed a wide degree of success and in the quality of observation.  In fact only 36% of the forms were moderated as outstanding or good in meeting the evidence criteria.  The form I designed needs a lot of improvement.  It was too complicated. That’s another thing we are good at- making forms too complicated!
The Challenge 
Think carefully about your own initial assessment and how to separate ‘support’ from ‘observation.’  Design tasks that can be observed to suit your learning environment and develop a simple recording form to identify personalised learning goals.  

It will be hard to get it right straight away, we haven’t managed it yet at our college, but the comments I have received from staff about this approach are really positive.  Here is one of them:

I had no idea how much I was rushing about in sessions, from one student to the next. This has taught me how to actually stop and see what’s going on.  Sitting back for as little as ten minutes has given me some real control and it’s true, I can actually see the learning going on.

