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Introduction 

 

  When Fullan says “transferability of ideas is a complex problem” (1999: 63 in Capel, 

Leask, Younie, 2016: 454), he means that learning is an obscure process where patterns are 

understandably difficult to apprehend. Sometimes teachers do not really know when, how and 

why learning happens. How can they recognise if learning has taken place? To quote the 

comparison of Perrenoud on pupil learning, it is a ‘bottle at sea’ (1998 in Driscoll P., Macaro, 

Swarbrick, 2014: 154). Teachers find difficult to ensure that the messages held in their 

teaching bottles will find a ‘recipient’ in the ocean of learners. Learning is not just a 

compilation of facts and its monitoring is a demanding challenge. “Monitoring” means to 

check the progress or quality of something or someone over a period of time. But this 

checking needs to be organised so as to constantly ‘measure’ the learning process. The two 

words, ‘monitoring’ and ‘learning’ are both presented as processes, as underlined in their 

suffix “ing”, which represents a continuous action. But the word ‘monitoring’ can be seen as 

paradoxical: How does a teacher monitor an ongoing process? Plus, ‘monitoring’ needs to 

work closely with ‘assessment’, and more specifically with formative assessment: it means to 

check on students’ learning but also to reflect afterwards on your practice as a teacher and to 

put in place possible improvements. To what extent does monitoring inform about effective 

teaching practice?  

 

In this essay, I am going to study theories on monitoring and different ways of 

assessing the learning in Modern Languages classrooms. Then I will put theory to the test in 

both the lessons that I have observed and that I have taught in my SE1. Do teachers 
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effectively use monitoring in their classroom and how? It will help me to reflect on my own 

teaching and to draw the main lines of my future practice.  

 

1) What does monitoring and informal monitoring mean? How are they linked to 

assessment?  

 

‘Monitoring’ is the regular observation and recording of activities taking place. The 

‘monitor’ routinely gathers information and feedbacks on the latter. It is also used to improve 

the teacher’s own practice by reflexing on what went well during the lesson and what needs 

correcting. Recording pupils’ progress is meant to aid for future planning. There is a constant 

give-and-take exchange of information between teacher and pupils. The vast amount of 

different techniques to monitor the learning can be divided into two categories: formal 

monitoring and informal monitoring. Formal monitoring takes place during tests that check on 

the learning or when the teacher is marking the homework. Informal monitoring is more 

indirect but more constant: questioning students during a lesson, listening to students during a 

speaking activity, observing students’ reaction to the teaching of a difficult point etc. The idea 

of consistency is crucial, as the teacher needs to know exactly where her students are to then 

adapt her teaching. 

Monitoring is often associated with assessment, as both practices are complementary. I am 

now going to study the differences between assessment and monitoring.  

 

According to the authors of A Practical Guide to Teaching Foreign Languages in the 

Secondary School, assessment is used to determine the extent ‘to which learning objectives 

have been met, to observe how effective (the) teaching strategies have been and to 

constructively reflect on them’ (2013: 27). Assessment adds the particular operation of 

meditating on the teaching practice, whereas monitoring only observes the learning inside the 

classroom. They need to work together for the teaching practice to be truly efficient. If a 

teacher realises the gaps between what he taught and what the pupils have retained, but does 

not reflect on his practice nor adapt his methods, what is the point of monitoring, really? 

 

The specific type of assessment defined aforesaid (formative assessment) is different from 

‘summative assessment’. The latter is ‘a teacher’s judgement of how a pupil is performing 

against a set of criteria’ (Pachler, Redondo, 2013: 28). It can be criterion-referenced (students’ 

works are compared to a set of criterion) or norm-referenced, where student’s results are 
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compared with others. Summative assessment is used to provide grades, data, and for 

certification purposes. But one could raise that if a pupil’s results depend on the teacher’s 

judgment, how reliable can the grade possibly be? As summarised by teacher and author Tom 

Bennett in The Behaviour Guru, ‘turning a value judgement into an objective number 

involves a process which I like to call ‘magic’ (2010: 141). If it does not consist on a variety 

of methods ‘to make the data more reliable’ (Evans et al., 2014: 366), then summative 

assessment is more likely to be biased and not to reflect student’s knowledge and 

understanding of a topic. Plus, in Inside The Black Box (1990), Black and Wiliam point out 

that summative assessment encourage superficial learning from the students and ‘teaching to 

the test’ from the teachers in order to optimise results and data. There is a lack of knowledge 

of pupils’ specific learning needs and it does not ‘take learners forward’ (Driscoll, Macaro, 

Swarbrick, 2014: 154). 

 

This is where ‘formative assessment’ or ‘assessment for learning’ (AFL) comes as a 

different type of monitoring practice. OECD defines it as ‘the frequent assessments of student 

progress to identify learning needs and shape teaching’ (2005: 1). It is used to gather not only 

information on the learning but also to ‘evaluate the effectiveness of the planning and 

teaching’ of the teacher (Pachler, Redondo, 2013: 27). From this, teachers reflect on their 

practice and adjust it “to meet the needs of the learners” (Black, Wiliam, 1990). I have 

observed how AFL was linked to monitoring. I am now going to study by what practices it is 

used within the classroom by relating the theoretical definitions of AFL to my observations at 

SE1.  

 

2) Advantages and drawbacks of AFL practices inside the classroom: do they lead 

to effective teaching and learning?  

 

In Assessment for Learning: Putting it into Practice (2002), Black et al. describe the five 

pillars that compose AFL. The first is ‘sharing learning expectations’. Teachers are expected 

to expose the learning objectives and to explicit the success criteria needed to reach them. It 

helps students understand the criteria for marking and gives them ownership of their learning, 

as they realise what they are marked for and how. At SE1, in every lesson, teachers expose 

the learning objectives. It gives the learning a purpose. Learning languages is often 

discouraging for students as the process can appear endless and always be subject to possible 
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improvements. When exposing the objectives and the expected outcomes, SE1 teachers frame 

the learning to very specific points: it appears more conceivable and thus less dreadful. 

 

The second pillar described is ‘classroom questioning’. Teachers monitor students by 

asking questions during the lesson, but it relies a lot on the teacher. Plus, it is often the same 

students who participate. Therefore, the more reserved students do not receive feedback and 

the teacher is unable to know whether they have understood the point or not. How can the 

teacher shift this? Black et al. (2002) recommend using pairwork in the lesson. At the SE1, 

teachers used pairwork as a way to assess students’ understanding of the topic. It makes all of 

the students participate and gives the teacher an opportunity to monitor the learning by 

moving around the classroom and eavesdrop at students’ discussion. In this way, students can 

realise what they can produce in terms of speaking. This helps them situate themselves on the 

ladder of the objectives described at the beginning of the lesson. 

 

The third pillar is ‘helpful feedback’. Teachers can mark students’ work and add at some 

point: ‘Good’ or ‘Wrong’. It is feedback, but it is not helpful for the student as it is not 

accompanied by ‘specific advice about what to do to make the piece of work better’ (Gipps 

1997: 5 in Capel, Leask, Younie, 2016: 452). A helpful feedback needs to be individualised 

and specific and to contain what the student did well according to the success criteria, and the 

strategies he needs to follow in order to improve his piece of work. Then the feedback needs 

to be worked upon by the student otherwise ‘(it’s) useless’ (Wiliam, 2011 in Pachler, 

Redondo, 2013: 29). The teacher acts as a guide and students progressively loosen the tight 

dependence on the teacher. I observed an effective feedback technique in a Year 8 class: the 

teacher asked the students to close their eyes while raising their hand according to the number 

of right answers they had had during an exercise. Plus, with this technique, students could not 

compare themselves, which is crucial because it can lead to demotivation.  

‘Feedback’ according to AFL is not only giving feedback, it is also receiving it (for the 

teacher) in order to adjust the lesson. At SE1, teachers engage a dialogue with the student 

within the exercise book. They write questions, give private personalised feedback, and ‘task-

oriented praise’ according to Dweck’s views (2000 in Evans et al., 2014: 371). A lot of 

WWW (What Went Well) and EBI (Even better If) are also used for feedback. But I realised 

that few of the students really answer the marking and act upon it, especially in Year 7. Some 

spelling feedback such as ‘write this word five times’ remains blanked. It would seem like 

comment-only marking works better when students have been used to this type of practice. In 
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Year 9, more students answer the feedback questions. Also, it appears that students answer 

those questions when they already are at a good level. Therefore, it would seem as if 

personalised and detailed feedback presents issues with students who are reluctant to learn. 

Teachers tackle this issue by giving five minutes in class for students to go through the 

corrections, but this time seems too short for the students to be very thorough. 

  

The fourth and fifth pillars of AFL are self- and peer-assessment, ‘to develop awareness 

of successes’ (Black, Jones, 2006 in Pachler, Redondo, 2013: 33). When they self-assess, 

students are more active in the process of learning. They understand the marking criteria and 

develop an ownership of their learning. They can share personal strategies to improve their 

learning. In one of the lessons I observed at SE1, the teacher asked the student who wrote a 

good essay to share her strategies with the class. It was a good idea because it gave 

indications to other students about how to work more efficiently. One of the teacher also 

asked students to give their peer ‘two stars and a wish’ that are, as described by Wiliam (2011 

in Capel, Leask, Younie, 2016: 462), ‘two positive comments and a constructive suggestion 

for improvement’. I too think that being aware of peers’ mistakes and being able to give out 

positive feedback and advice make the student aware of his responsibilities. 

 

 The five pillars of AFL cover a large amount of classroom techniques that monitor the 

learning. Nonetheless, it can also take the form of behaviour management. One teacher said 

that ‘behaviour impacts learning’ and that, when her Year 8 class was working hard, ‘you will 

make progress with that attitude’. The fact that she shared her expectations and explained how 

behaviour linked closely with the learning helped students understand how learning cannot 

happen when behaviour is an issue. It was monitoring the learning because she prevented 

behavioural issues that could have thwarted the learning. I think that the five pillars hold 

effective AFL in quite an inclusive way, but behaviour is missing whereas it is a huge part of 

the learning. I have observed a Year 7 class when monitoring the learning could not happen 

because learning itself was impossible due to the poor behaviour of some students.  

 

 I have seen what composed AFL and how it impacted the learning. I also have 

critically analysed the pros and the cons of AFL techniques with lesson observations. I am 

now going to analyse examples of my own practice leaned against theories and personal 

feedback from my mentor and other teachers at SE1.  
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3) Reflections on my own practice at SE1 against theoretical ideas 

 

In my SE1, teachers have given me numerous ways to improve how I monitored the 

learning. For instance, my mentor advised me to plan my lessons in meeting pupils at their 

level of knowledge and then building on it. She told me: ‘Never assume’, in the sense that I 

should not take the learning for granted and keep on reinforcing and returning to previous 

taught vocabulary. I did not take the time to do some plenaries to check on the learning and 

built my planning on previous lessons rather than on what the students had really learnt and 

retained. I soon realised that learning slips away quickly if it is not reinforced, especially in 

Languages where memory plays such an important part.  

I soon realised that I had to work on how I was delivering instructions because they lacked 

clarity and students were often reluctant to start a task because they were not sure what to do. 

When I asked students ‘Why haven’t you started?’, they would answer ‘I do not understand 

what I have to do’ or the henceforth famous ‘I’m very confused’. Now, as one of the teacher 

told me, I give instructions in ‘five different ways’: in the Target Language, in English, 

pointing out visuals, giving a modal example and asking another student to explain it in 

English. Then, as another teacher told me, I ‘scan the room’ and look at pupil’s facial 

expressions: are they puzzled? Delivering instructions has a clear link to AFL’s ‘Sharing 

learning expectations’ pillar. I learnt that monitoring learning is not just a process that starts at 

the moment students start working. It begins with teacher planning and instructions. The 

monitoring beforehand is as important as the monitoring afterwards.  

To stress self-assessment and self-correction, I used the ‘error treatment techniques’ listed 

by Brindley in The Second Language Curriculum in Action. For example, I noticed in my 

Year 9 class that one of the students systematically forgot the verb ‘c’est’ in his sentences. I 

provided him with the correct formulation and later he said ‘Je vais au cinéma parce que inter- 

(I raised an eyebrow) parce que C’EST intéressant’. This treatment worked, but I realise now 

that it was missing an explanation: why did he have to use ‘c’est’? Next time, I will need to 

think about providing also a valid explanation. Finally, I found a great way of getting 

feedback from the whole class, as I find it very complicated to monitor the whereabouts of 

every student at the same time. I used the game ‘Running translation’: I gave groups a piece 

of paper with a sentence written in English that they had to translate in French. Once they did 

it, they would run back to me and I would underline the errors if there were any. They would 

have to go correct the sentence then to come back. It was a great way of getting feedback and 

monitoring the students’ level. Students had to work out together how to correct the mistakes 
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underlined. But I could not monitor precisely where every student was. This is, I think, one of 

the challenges of monitoring: what can teachers do to check everyone’s level at every moment 

of the lesson? I need to work on techniques to improve this part of my teaching: the more 

teachers practice classroom monitoring, the better they become at recognising students’ 

personal level. 

 

Conclusion 

 

I have depicted what monitoring learning consisted in and how it related closely to the 

five pillars of AFL. The learning process, although complex and ongoing, can be relatively 

‘measured’ by the use of specific techniques. But to measure the immeasurable, what a 

challenge! To sum up (which is not summative!), I have drawn some principle that I try to use 

in my lessons: consistency, empathy, understanding, high expectations, observation, 

correction and feedback. I think that monitoring learning is one of the most important tasks 

for a teacher and one of the biggest challenges. It shows that the teacher is capable of 

knowing professionally where all of her students are. But it also shows if the teacher is 

capable of knowing where he is and what he could do to progress. That is why we were asked 

to develop a reflexion upon this matter: to get an insight on the intricacies of teaching.  
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