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Assessment is a significant part of the education cycle with a vital role in aiding student 
achievement. The link between teachers’ assessment for learning practices and 
improvement of student learning has been widely reported. There is also an extensive 
body of research, describing the intersection between academic performance on national 
and international tests, equity, and educational disadvantage. However, less is known 
about how a teacher’s assessment for learning practices connects to educational equity 
outcomes. Therefore, there is a need to examine the use of assessment for learning 
practices that support the educational needs of disadvantaged students. This article 
reports on a scoping review critically examining academic journals and book chapters 
that have researched the intersection between these areas. Secondary education was 
selected as a focus because educational disadvantage in Australia increases during 
adolescence. One of the unexpected findings from this review was the lack of research 
undertaken in this area.  

 
Introduction  
 
Globally, academic institutions have increased focus on diversity, inclusion, and equity in 
leadership and management. Despite decades of funding, policy, and research into 
ameliorating the impacts of long-term educational disadvantage, equitable participation in 
secondary schooling remains an international concern (Lamb & Huo, 2017). In Australian 
schools, equity involves providing the resources and opportunities to meet the educational 
needs of students, irrespective of their background or location. The term ‘equity’ is 
complex and depends on many factors and perspectives; for the purpose of this paper the 
term refers to equivalent opportunities, and equality in access to secondary education. To 
this end, the following identifiers are considered to contribute to educational disadvantage 
as outlined in the Government-commissioned Review of Funding for Schooling (the Gonski 
Report) (Australian Government, 2011): disability, English language proficiency, 
Indigenous, remoteness and socio-economic status (p. xvi). The authors recognise and 
acknowledged that disadvantage is often compounded by belonging to more than one of 
these groupings. 
 
A rich body of scholarly work exists which explores how various dimensions of schooling 
contribute to or ameliorate educational advantage or disadvantage: policy and funding 
(Beavis, 2011; Perry & McConney, 2010); curriculum (Rowan & Ramsay, 2018; Perry, 
2018); geography, location, and sector (Smith et al., 2018); pedagogy (Reid & McCallum, 
2014); literacy and numeracy acquisition (Gannaway, 2019; Jones & Inglis, 2015). 
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Alongside the examination of the effects of various dimensions of schooling there is also 
a significant body of literature that examines how educational disadvantage intersects with 
assessment, particularly regarding standardised tests, such as the National Assessment 
Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) and the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA).  Data from both tests strongly suggests academic 
performance is a challenge for students who are of low socio-economic status (SES), 
Indigenous, non-English-speaking background (NESB), and living in remote locations 
(Ford, 2013; Smith et al., 2018).  
 
For education systems to promote equity, fairness in classroom assessment practices has 
been identified as a key characteristic. Assessment for learning (AfL) can be interpreted 
widely, however the central premise is the integration of assessment with instruction to 
increase student engagement, and to improve learning outcomes (Wiliam, 2011, p.13). 
Equity is paramount in the paradigm of AfL. One of the two key findings of Black and 
Wiliam’s (1999) foundational study highlights the critical role of assessment in addressing 
the challenge of outcomes for low-achieving students; however, less is known about how 
approaches and practices relate to assessment and connect with educational disadvantage 
in the secondary school context. Yet, despite strong scholarly inquiry regarding the impact 
of AfL on student outcomes (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Heritage & Wylie, 2018), there is 
little evidence of how adopting an AfL approach impacts on equitable participation and 
outcomes for marginalised students (Assessment Reform Group, 2002; Baird et al., 2017; 
Black & Wiliam, 1999).  
 
How these two components — educational disadvantage and AfL — interact in terms of 
scholarship and practice has not been investigated through a scoping review in an 
Australian context. This article reports on identifying what Australian research exists, or 
what is currently documented in relation to AfL as the nexus of equity, outcomes, and 
secondary schooling in Australia. The use of this methodology provided a foundation on 
which to build evidence in a local context in preparation for future research that is more 
global in nature.  
 
Literature review 
 
The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) identified 
Australia as a country where educational inequality ‘grows significantly during adolescence’ 
(OECD, 2018). In several countries, such as Australia, Canada and the USA, evidence 
indicates educational success is significantly influenced by the socio-economic 
background, race, and geographical location of a student (Lamb et al., 2020). This is 
confirmed by analysis of Australian student achievement data from international tests—
such as Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) (OECD, 2018). These 
measurements of performance and equity are often simplistic and overlook — if not 
ignore — the complex, overlapping, and intersectional disadvantage that many students 
face through education (Lamb et al., 2020). Educational in/equity are concepts which are 
multi-dimensional and complex; therefore, in this scoping review, the term educational 
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disadvantage is considered to represent a nuanced and heterogeneous perspective of 
students, which resists a one-size-fits-all approach to schooling and assessment.  
 
Equity is a ‘wicked’ problem from both policy and practice perspectives; improving the 
educational outcomes for students who experience disadvantage has proven challenging 
for education systems across the globe. Although many students benefit from Australia’s 
education system, there are many young people who are not reaching age-appropriate 
levels of academic attainment, as identified in numerous government reports and research 
findings (Halsey, 2018; Lamb et al., 2020). Australia has a long history of seeking to 
respond to identified inequitable patterns of educational attainment (Lupton & Hayes, 
2018). Advocates for increased equity in education argue that the use of learner-centred 
assessments such as portfolios, projects and collaborative tasks are fairer forms of 
assessment. Evidence indicates that to be effective, such forms of assessment are to be 
developed over time as each artefact requires negotiation, collaboration, integration of 
different perspectives and a feedback loop made up of students and all who are doing the 
assessing (Flores et al., 2015). Teacher judgement input is also vital (Tierney, 2014). 
 
The Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Declaration (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 
2019) is built on the mandate established in 1989 as an opportunity to chart a real 
direction for schooling into the 21st century. This mandate is re-visited every decade 
attempting to ensure that all Australian Education Ministers commit to national education 
goals. The Mparntwe Declaration documented two goals, where Goal 1 is ‘The Australian 
education system promotes excellence and equity’ (p. 5), and Goal 2 ‘All young 
Australians become confident and creative individuals, successful lifelong learners, and 
active and informed members of the community’ (p.5). The achievement of both goals is 
supported by 11 interrelated areas to be acted on, which include ‘supporting all young 
Australians at risk of educational disadvantage’ (p. 7), and ‘promoting world class 
curriculum and assessment’ (p. 7). Significant to this paper is the focus on responsive 
assessment in the Mparntwe commitment, identified as the use of different forms of 
appraisal in support of individual students from diverse backgrounds to learn effectively. 
Specific reference to equity of assessment and AfL is made (p. 11).  
 
Approaches to assessment in Australian schooling 
 
Assessment is an integral part of the Australian curriculum, teacher practice and policy 
commitment (Hardy et al., 2018). The Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration stated 
that ‘To ensure that student progress and achievement is measured in meaningful ways 
Australian Governments will continue to develop and enhance national and school-level 
assessment’ (p. 10) and that three types of assessment will be used to do this: 
 
• assessment for learning - enabling teachers to use information about student progress 

to inform their teaching; 
• assessment as learning - enabling students to reflect on and monitor their own progress 

to inform their future learning goals; and  
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• assessment of learning - assisting teachers, education leaders, parents, the community, 
researchers and policy makers to use evidence of student learning to assess student 
achievement against recognised goals and standards and drive improvements in 
student outcomes. (p.11, italics added) (Department of Education, Skills and 
Employment, 2019) 

 
In general, assessment for and as learning practices are regularly used by teachers to gather 
data aimed at improved learning, referred to as formative assessment (FA). Assessment of 
learning is referred to as summative assessment that includes all types of teacher/school 
based summative assessment (SA) and large scale national testings (Department of 
Education, Skills and Employment, 2019; MCEETYA, 2008). This policy perspective has 
caused concern for educators through the divisive situation created whereby many 
teachers grapple with the intent of AfL practices and the seeming disconnection to 
assessment accountability (Cumming et al., 2019). 
 
The three distinct conceptualisations of assessment above have been widely critiqued for 
creating confusion, compromising the effectiveness of assessment, and widening the 
dichotomy between formative and summative assessment (Alonzo, 2016; Bennett, 2011). 
In 1996, Biggs argued that formative assessment could be used for summative purposes 
and summative for formative purposes. The demonstrated interconnectedness of 
formative and summative assessment means that it is impossible to fully isolate one from 
the other, as both forms of assessment support each other. Biggs further contended that 
focusing just on the use of summative assessment causes a backwash effect on learning 
and teaching, which includes negative effects through limiting learning (Harlen & Crick, 
2003), narrowing the curriculum (Johnston & McClune, 2000), and compromising 
teaching (Pollard et al., 2001).  
 
In response to Biggs’ (1996) critique, Black and Wiliam (2009), emphasised the relevance 
of summative assessment as part of formative assessment, which was an adjustment to 
their earlier position that summative tasks could not be used for formative purposes 
(Black & Wiliam, 2009). The authors revised their original stance, Inside the Black Box, to 
include the formative use of summative tests, arguing that the result of a summative 
assessment was evidence of student achievement and therefore can be used to elicit and 
give feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2003). By reframing the relationship of summative and 
formative assessment within a model for pedagogical practice, Black and Wiliam 
emphasised that the distinction between formative and summative assessment ‘is not 
useful because all assessment would be about producing valid inferences about students’ 
(Black & Wiliam, 2009, p.570). The realisation that summative assessment and formative 
assessment can be considered as mutually supportive, gathers all assessments under the 
philosophical framework of AfL. Approaching AfL in this manner has helped to reconcile 
the different functions of summative and formative assessment types and for assessment 
to be considered as a continuum rather than a dichotomy (Davison, 2007).  
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Assessment for learning in the classroom 
 
The Australian F-10 school curriculum comprises eight learning areas, three cross-
curriculum priorities, and seven general capabilities, each requiring students to 
demonstrate different knowledge and skills (ACARA, n.d.). Across the states and 
territories of Australia, teachers employ a range of assessment strategies appropriate for 
evaluating the learning outcomes of each curriculum area, in relation to the age and stage 
of learners in their class (Atim, 2012). Amongst the existing conceptualisations of 
assessment, ‘the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their 
teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how 
best to get there’ is considered the most effective strategy (Assessment Reform Group, 
2002, 2). Subsequently, teachers who can use a range of assessment strategies and 
assessment data to improve student learning are considered to be effective (Black, 2015, 
2017).  
 
The AfL paradigm calls for a shift in the assessment practices of teachers, from recording 
and evaluating student achievement to helping and encouraging active engagement of 
students in learning through assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1999; Hattie, 2008; Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007). Researchers have argued that assessment practices, such as detailed 
elaboration of learning outcomes, success criteria and performance standards (Nicol & 
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006) together with assessment tasks specifically designed for learning 
(Davison, 2007; Alonzo & Loughland, 2022); effective use of feedback (Hattie & 
Timperley, 2007); and the use of self and peer assessment in the classroom teaching (Price 
et al., 2004) can significantly assist in addressing inequitable achievement gaps for students 
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 
 
The work of the Assessment Reform Group (2002) in promoting the concept of AfL 
received significant attention in many educational systems, including England, Wales, 
Hong Kong, Singapore and most states of Australia, all of which introduced AfL as a 
foundation for assessment reform. This decision was based on a review conducted by 
Black & Wiliam (1999) using 250 studies that provided strong research evidence that AfL 
practices have the high impact on raising student outcomes. A larger scale meta-analysis 
conducted by Hattie (2008) explored the effects of more than 100 educational 
interventions on learning. From this research, teacher practices, which form the basis of 
AfL emerge as some of the most influential interventions in improving student learning. 
While more recent studies, such as Davison (2019), Schildkamp (2019) and Skovholt 
(2018), validate results of the earlier studies in supporting the positive impact of teacher AfL 
practices on improved student learning, in Australia further rigorous examination of the 
why, as well as the who/what has most impact of equitable student learning outcomes is 
required.  
 
More pragmatically, AfL assessment practices ensure ‘equity’ through fairness in 
assessment task design and classroom implementation. Fairness is viewed as an ‘essential 
and enduring ideal in education’ (Tierney, 2014, 55). More recently through a systematic 
review of 150 studies, (Rasooli et al., 2018) connected previous qualities of fairness – the 
access to equal opportunity to learn, clear and consistent grading criteria, and 
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accommodation based on student ability and background – with additional factors 
including constructive and safe environments, consistent and relevant communication of 
information and critique, as well as  ‘equity in terms of the equal access of all students to 
the benefits of formative assessment, and teachers’ reflective thinking and practice of 
fairness’ (p.177). Fairness in assessment is therefore required to provide opportunities for 
all students to demonstrate knowledge and skills, an important consideration for the 
teaching of educationally disadvantaged students (Klenowski, 2013). As such, advocates 
for increased equity in education argue that the use of teacher introduced, and scaffolded, 
learner-centred assessments increases fairness (Siegel, et al., 2014). For successful 
outcomes, teacher professional understandings are crucial to the effectiveness of 
assessments, and equity of opportunities and experiences. 
 
This wide range of evidence demonstrates the effectiveness of AfL to enhance learning 
and improve achievement outcomes for students; however, little is known about the 
application of AfL for closing the achievement gap experienced by specific cohorts, 
particularly students who are educationally disadvantaged. Closing the achievement gap 
for cohorts of educationally disadvantaged students has been the focus of on-going 
inquiry in pursuit of the fairest approach to quality assessment practices and support 
(Klenowski, 2013). Australian schools have the scope to implement better quality equity 
outcomes through school improvement based in school leadership and pedagogy 
(Sahrakhiz, 2018). The focus of this paper is on what the literature tells us about 
classroom practices of secondary teachers, in their approaches to assessment, specifically 
the use of AfL to improve educational outcomes for students who experience 
disadvantage. Identifying and synthesising relevant evidence is complex and requires a 
strategic approach to locating and collating what is relevant to the research question and 
to address the challenges involved in this. 
 
Method 
 
A scoping review was considered an appropriate strategy to explore what research has 
already been undertaken into AfL practices with educationally disadvantaged students in 
Australian secondary schools (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). The rationale in using a scoping 
review was to identify knowledge gaps, scope and reflect on the body of literature, and to 
clarify concepts, with a forward-looking view to inform practice and future research. This 
approach provided a framework for identifying and reflecting on the literature and in 
order to classify assessment practices that have been recognised as improving educational 
outcomes for students (Munn et al., 2018). The scoping review mapped the amount and 
type of research literature published in peer reviewed books, book chapters and journal 
articles. The following describes each stage of the scoping review. 
 
Stage 1: Identifying the research question 
 
Initially, a research question was devised to guide the scoping review focused on the 
research topic AfL practices with educationally disadvantaged students in Australian secondary schools. 
This question was: 
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1. What does the literature say about the relationship between AfL and 
improving student outcomes for educationally disadvantaged students in 
Australian secondary schools?  

 
As patterns and themes began to emerge from the literature during the initial stages of the 
scoping review it became clear that a revision of the research question was required. A 
further question was added to better represent the context and challenges raised as the 
scoping progressed. This question was: 
 

2. What are the recommendations in the literature for advancing the use of AfL 
to increase outcomes of educationally disadvantaged students?   

 
Limiting the study to secondary education in Australia was significant for several reasons. 
Firstly, junior secondary (Years 7−9) is one of the stages of schooling identified as 
labouring to implement effective and systematic assessment practices (OECD, 2012; Perry 
& McConney, 2010). Secondly, the OECD identified that educational inequality in 
Australia escalates during adolescence, a period correlating with secondary schooling 
(OECD, 2018). Thirdly, the transition from primary to secondary school coincides with a 
range of academic, emotional, and social changes that have become an exponential 
challenge for teachers (Longobardi et al., 2019). Australian secondary schools have 
attempted to implement positive changes through transition and engagement programs; 
however, this stage of schooling still experiences higher rates of student disengagement 
and underachievement in comparison to other stages of schooling (Lamb et al., 2020; 
Main et al., 2020). 
 
Stage 2: Identifying relevant studies  
 
To undertake the scoping review, the OneSearch (https://www.onesearch.com/) database 
was used to search the literature for key words and terms associated with AfL, educational 
disadvantage, secondary education, and Australia. As the literature search was based on 
the discipline of education, OneSearch allowed the researchers to commence the search of 
a large selection of journals and databases held by the library. The search also included 
terms that are associated with AfL practices. Each search was confined to articles 
published between 2011 and 2021, to examine recent policy reforms and school-based 
practices. Search terms comprised word combinations associated with equity (such as 
Indigenous, remote, disability) and AfL (such as peer learning). The combination of search 
terms is provided in Appendix B. 
 
Each search term combination located many publications. For example, ‘assessment for 
learning, Indigenous and Australia’ returned 28,352 publications, which was reduced to 
20,358, once search dates were applied. Confining the search to Australian publications 
significantly condensed the number of articles. The number was further reduced when 
‘Aboriginal’ and ‘secondary school’ terms were used to refine for relevance. While some 
articles were focused on Indigenous school education, many were not reporting on any 
aspect related to AfL, thereby eliminating these publications from the search. This 
approach was applied for every search term combination. In some instances, the same 
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article appeared in search results multiple times. For example, search terms for socio-
economic, regional, and remote recognised articles on Indigenous education. In addition, 
to address the complex nature of research in this field, as identified by Black & Wiliam 
during their research in 1997−1998, a manual search was undertaken in certain reputable 
journals where articles would most likely be published using the terms educational 
disadvantage, Australian secondary schooling, and assessment (Wiliam, 2013). 
 
1. Australian Educational Researcher - https://www.springer.com/journal/13384 
2. International Journal of Inclusive Education -  

https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/tied20/current 
3. Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice - 

https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/caie20/current 
 
Stage 3: Study selection 
 
From the combined database and manual search, 207 articles were potentially related to 
the research topic. A closer examination of the content and research focus of each article 
revealed that 200 articles were not relevant to the research questions, and these were 
removed from the sample. Although some articles discussed equity and secondary 
education in Australia in the findings, these studies were omitted because they did not 
explicitly focus on assessment and educationally disadvantaged students.  
 
After this manual process, seven peer reviewed journal articles and book chapters 
covering a broad range of perspectives related to the research topic remained (see 
Appendix A). Some articles examined the use of assessment to address equity policies, 
other articles were specific to cohorts, such as students with a disability or Indigenous 
students. One article examined the nexus of assessment and curriculum and the impact on 
educationally disadvantaged students.  
 
Stage 4: Data charting  
 
Once the articles were identified the focus and theme for each article were categorised and 
compiled. This allowed the researchers to analyse the focus and findings of each reported 
area of research and to group the articles into categories according to themes. Keywords 
identified by the authors in each publication were used as themes. These keywords were 
compiled and presented in Table 1.  
 
The categories used to summarise the articles were outlined using the following groupings: 
 
• Details (author, year of publication, topic and category of disadvantage addressed) 
• Focus (what the article is about) 
• Key assessment concepts (list of assessment concepts) 
• Key themes (relationship between assessment and student outcomes) 
 
Once each article had been coded, patterns and themes which determined the categorising 
of findings.  
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Table 1: Authors’ chosen keywords 
 

Authors Key Words 
Adie et al. 
(2018) 

Dialogic 
feedback 

Feedback coding 
frameworks 

Inclusive 
research 

Self-regulation 

Cumming et al. 
(2013) 

Adjustments Disability 
standards 

Australia Law  

Equitable 
assessment 

Policy Students with 
disability 

Practice 

Cumming & 
Van der Kleij 
(2016) 

Not available  
   

Fenwick (2011) Access to 
education 

At risk students Curriculum 
design 

Achievement gap 

Graham et al. 
(2018) 

Accessible 
assessment 
design 

Developmental 
language disorder 

Inclusive 
practice 

Attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder 

Klenowski 
(2013) 

Student 
assessment 

Intelligent 
accountability 

Fairness Social 
justice 

Indigenous 
education 

Van der Kleij 
et al. (2017) 

Not available 
   

 
Stage 5: Collating, summarising, and reporting  
 
As Stage 4 of the scoping process was completed, findings were examined in relation to 
the existing themes in the literature (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005). This approach allowed the 
findings to be synthesised as a narrative and presented in two ways: describing the 
research firstly, identifying effective AfL and demonstrated links to improved outcomes 
for disadvantaged students, and secondly demonstrating the nature of assessment 
acknowledged as effective for students from disadvantaged cohorts. 
 
Stage 6: Community consultation 
 
An optional, but significant stage of a scoping review methodology is the opportunity for 
external consultation (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Feedback was sought from Australian 
educators and researchers with expertise around assessment and equity. Given the limited 
number of researchers publishing in this field a decision was made to approach some 
authors whose work had been cited. Four researchers were contacted - three were 
identified in the scoping review; one was selected due to high-profile publications in 
assessment. These experts were asked the following questions (Ramsay & Baker, 2019): 
 
• Do you agree with our interpretations?  
• Are there any parts you disagreed with?  
• Can you see any obvious omissions in the literature we have included?  
• Were you able to follow our methodology?  
• Are there any areas of future research and advocacy that we have not included/ 

thought of?  (p.58) 



Alonzo, Baker, Knipe & Bottrell 883 

Feedback from one researcher was received within two weeks of the email invitation 
being sent. Observations noted the limited amount of research undertaken in this area and 
how diverse each research topic was in approach and data source. This reflects the broad 
nature of AfL practices and the diversity of students that fall under the equity umbrella. 
Despite follow up email requests no further feedback was received after 4 weeks. 
Competing demands and timing of the request may have made it difficult for some to 
respond; however, the feedback received was appreciated. 
 
Results 
 
Researchers have argued that AfL can assist in narrowing the academic gap between 
students (Brooks et al., 2019). Australian secondary education and those students found to 
be educationally disadvantaged, have been the focus of many research studies (Lamb et al., 
2020; Reid & McCallum, 2014). However, the focus of the three areas, AfL practices with 
educationally disadvantaged students in secondary schools, has not received much 
scholarly attention in Australian research. Based on preliminary analysis of the authors’ 
keywords (where available) the small number of articles identified through the scoping 
review were clustered into four thematic areas. Within each theme, several disparate 
concepts exist. The themes and related concepts are gathered under the following themes. 
 
1. Feedback  
2. Curriculum reform  
3. Fairness and equity  
4. Policy 
 
The synthesis of key themes from the seven identified research papers provided evidence 
that certain cohorts of educational disadvantage are more frequently represented in 
research: Indigenous students (Fenwick, 2011; Klenowski, 2013), and students with a 
disability (Cumming et al., 2013; Graham et al., 2018). A more balanced representation of 
research across the areas of educational disadvantage as identified by Australian 
Government (2011) would represent greater fairness. 
 

Table 2: Overview of the themes identified in reviewed sources 
 

Source Assess-
ment 

Curric-
ulum 

Diver-
sity 

Equ-
ity 

Feed-
back 

Fair-
ness 

Lear-
ning Policy 

Adie et al. (2018) ✔ ✔ 
  

✔ 
 

✔ 
 

Cumming et al. (2013) ✔ ✔ 
 

✔ 
  

✔ ✔ 

Cumming & van der Kleij 
(2016) 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
 

✔ ✔ 

Fenwick (2011) ✔ ✔ 
    

✔ 
 

Graham et al. (2018) ✔ ✔ 
 

✔ 
  

✔ 
 

Klenowski (2013) ✔ ✔ 
 

✔ 
 

✔ ✔ ✔ 

Van der Kleij et al. (2017) ✔ 
   

✔ 
 

✔ ✔ 
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Table 2 summarises the themes identified through the scoping review. More detailed 
examination of Tables 1 and 2 together with Appendix A could be used to build an 
argument to investigate certain aspects of ‘the gap’ more fully and identify opportunities 
for more broadly distributed/representative site-based research in the Australian context.  
 
Themes from the seven articles identified by the scoping review are woven into the 
response to each of the following research questions. 
 

RQ1: What does the literature say about the relationship between assessment for 
learning and improving outcomes for educationally disadvantaged students in 
secondary schools in Australia? 

 
The small number of articles identified in the scoping review offered several clear and 
concise deliberations in relation to RQ1. AfL practices are endorsed in policy and 
professional learning frameworks, reflecting the policy commitment to equity 
considerations by various Australian Education departments (see for example, NSW 
Education Standards Authority or Education and Training, Victoria).  
 
A key message in several of the articles in this scoping review is that Australian secondary 
teachers are given considerable responsibility to monitor student achievement, and generic 
teacher AfL skills do not address the learning needs of educationally disadvantaged 
students (Cumming & Van der Kleij, 2016; Graham, et al., 2018). To ensure fairness and 
equitable outcomes, secondary teachers are required to consider assessment tasks from the 
perspective of their students, and student learning needs. Providing students with the 
opportunity to demonstrate their learning through various modalities and alternate 
platforms begins to address fairness in educational opportunity through assessment. For 
some students, such as those with a disability, additional individual modifications 
contribute further to equity and fairness in assessment design (Cumming et al., 2013; 
Fenwick, 2011; Klenowski, 2013).  
 
The requirements of assessment tasks must respond to the learning needs of those who 
experience educational disadvantage. Access to professional learning that goes beyond 
surface assessment design, and which is integrated into rather than added onto. This 
means depth of knowledge across all forms of assessment and inclusion of distinct and 
accessible elements that are visually clear, procedurally unambiguous, and linguistically 
explicit. The inclusion of these elements in assessment design assists students, including 
those with the most dominant form of disability, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) or development language disorder (DLD) (Cummings, et al., 2013). Graham et 
al. (2018) provided evidence that this approach enables students to demonstrate their 
learning and reflects earlier findings that AfL practices are about supporting and 
encouraging student engagement in their learning through assessment. The research 
included in this review recommends teacher AfL practices for increased outcomes for 
educationally disadvantaged students (Cumming et al., 2013; Fenwick, 2011; Klenowski, 
2013). The number of research studies in this review does not allow for analysis of 
research which addresses distinctions between the contexts of disadvantage.  
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The quality and use of feedback in the teaching and learning process is another area of 
focus in the research reviewed. The way teachers structure feedback can help students to 
self-regulate their response to feedback. Research by Adie et al. (2018) which was 
identified in the scoping review, explored feedback, using technology, as a classroom 
practice. The use of iPads in the classroom is identified as a strategy that can assist teachers 
in monitoring student response to feedback, as well as encouraging students to reflect on 
their learning. Other research has found that when teachers talk about content and 
structure feedback, use of an alternative technology platform allows students to reflect on 
the content that they are required to learn (Graham et al., 2018). When feedback is 
undertaken as dialogue—by asking questions and requiring students to self-assess—
students can discuss the value of the feedback they receive, thereby supporting their 
learning. This strategy has been found to be effective with students who have a disability 
(Van der Kleij et al., 2017).  
 
Teachers who draw on the learning needs of their students provide supportive and 
encouraging feedback by offering advice on how to improve and acknowledge the skills 
that the student has demonstrated. The depth and individuality of teacher-student 
feedback interactions are critical for quality feedback (Van der Kleij et al., 2017). The 
focus of conversation dictates the response of students, so when teachers talk about 
content, students reflect on the content that they need to learn. Given the significance of 
feedback to student outcomes identified in the research literature, it was surprising more 
articles regarding the use of feedback with educationally disadvantaged students, were not 
identified.  
 

RQ2: What are the recommendations in the literature for advancing the use of 
AfL to increase educationally disadvantaged students’ outcomes? 

 
Based on study of the seven papers in this scoping review, we summarise the following 
recommendations from this literature. 
 
Firstly, advancing the use of AfL to increase outcomes for educationally disadvantaged 
students is to ensure that, not only should the design of assessment tasks be carefully and 
thoughtfully constructed, but the knowledge, skills and understandings of the learners 
should be given greater consideration. Feedback should be promoted as an integral part of 
task design with an emphasis on content, purpose, discussion, and creation of a safe 
environment. This approach goes to the notion of fairness and equity advocated by 
Klenowski (2013) and the construction of assessment task designs promoted by Graham 
et al., (2018). Using this approach to AfL practices provides opportunities for increased 
student confidence and the potential to increase participation and engagement.  
 
Secondly, given the significant role feedback plays in student learning, a further 
recommendation from the literature is for schools with populations of educationally 
disadvantaged students to focus more strongly on the purpose and use of feedback as a 
mechanism to foster engagement in student learning. Relationships are an important 
consideration in the feedback loop and feedback that requires students to reason, justify, 
analyse, evaluate, and articulate their learning is found to assist students develop self-
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regulatory skills (DeLuca et al., 2018). Evaluating this approach to feedback provides an 
AfL lens for student learning and teaching practice (Van der Kleij et al., 2017). 
 
Thirdly, educationally disadvantaged secondary students attend school in various 
education contexts and locations, studying various discipline areas of the secondary school 
curriculum. Cumming and Van der Kleij (2016) recommended a greater research focus on 
AfL practices across the discipline areas in the school curriculum, with educationally 
disadvantaged students, including those from varied sites, language and cultural 
backgrounds and disabilities.  
 
Discussion 
 
Taking the research findings reported in the seven articles as a body of research on AfL 
approaches and students from disadvantaged cohorts, several challenges emerge. The 
limited number of articles confirmed the initial position that this is an area that is under-
explored, despite the evident synergies and policy commitments. The analysis of this small 
body of work, and responses to the two research questions, suggest that there are general 
trends in how teachers use AfL strategies to support the learning of educationally 
disadvantaged student groups. These trends relate to the use of AfL strategies by 
secondary teachers which support student learning, such as feedback, and approaches to 
assessment designed and used by teachers that allow students to demonstrate their 
knowledge and skills. Approaches such as these are important to support fairness in 
assessment practice. In relation to future research and advocacy, the nature of state and 
territory policies, including measures in place regarding consistency of assessment, are 
raised as important considerations for any future action. This is a significant point in the 
context of Australian education with the responsibility of three school sectors ⎯ early 
childhood, primary and secondary ⎯ shared across nine federal, state and territory 
departments of education. 
 
Linguistic slippage 
 
The language used to frame, identify, and discuss inquiries that encompass AfL, equity, 
and secondary/ high school education in Australian research also created challenges. The 
difficulties caused by inconsistent language correspond with Wiliam’s (2013) argument 
that linguistic slippage can cause tensions, based on evidence from the Black & Wiliam 
(1999) review of studies in educational assessment between 1987 and 1998. In this scoping 
review, a slippage in the use of terminology to describe educational disadvantage was 
identified, with terms like ‘at risk’ and ‘equity’ variably used. From a policy and practice 
perspective, variability in terminology was matched by a lack of shared definition of what 
counts as ‘effective’ assessment (Klenowski, 2014).  This inconsistency in terminology and 
competing conceptualisations is concerning and may contribute to the small numbers of 
studies identified through the scoping methodology. An analysis of how terms are used 
across research may reduce slippage and variability providing focused and supportive 
understanding for practice. 
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Professional development opportunities 
 
The degree to which Australia’s policy approach to assessment has led to improved 
teaching practices and outcomes for student learning is also questioned, with calls for a 
greater alignment between policy, practice, and research (Wilson et al., 2021). If 
assessment practices and Australian education policies are to reflect the significance of 
teachers’ work in the use of assessment to address the learning outcomes of educationally 
disadvantaged students, then there is a need for appropriate and ongoing professional 
learning for teachers, a requirement endorsed by research findings (Cumming et al., 2013; 
Graham et al., 2018). The form and delivery of professional learning needs to address 
important aspects of resourcing, time, and change management, when teachers are 
expected to innovate their pedagogical practice (Westerbroek et al., 2020). 
 
Silences in the literature 
 
While this analysis has identified several general trends in the surveyed literature, the 
limited number of articles is telling. AfL is a critical component of the Alice Springs 
Mparntwe Declaration in the context of educational disadvantage (Department of 
Education, Skills and Employment, 2019, p.10). Despite an established link between 
teacher AfL practices and improvement of student learning outcomes, the evidence 
indicates there is a void of systematic research into AfL in Australia. Described as the 
most influential and widely supported intervention to improve student learning (Black & 
Wiliam, 1999; Hattie, 2008), it is also interesting to note that AfL has not been applied as a 
research lens over closing the achievement gaps of student cohorts that require more 
strategic support. As with other national systems, context matters. While small in number, 
the Australian studies identified in the scoping review represent national as well as 
localised inquiries, specifically across five regional and metropolitan jurisdictions of 
Australia. These studies collectively include interview data from parents, educators, and 
administrators, as well as interviews and observations involving more than 14 students, 
from both ‘mainstream’ and disadvantaged cohorts. This scoping review verifies that 
limited research exists in this field in the Australian literature, which therefore prompts a 
question of whether this is Australia-specific, or whether this lacuna is a feature of the 
international educational literature. A future substantive contribution would be to scope 
key international papers on the topic and identify if findings are relevant in the Australian 
context. 
 
Other silences in the literature related to issues we had foreshadowed as significant from 
our familiarity with the broader AfL literature, but which did not emerge. A marked area 
of silence is the limited range of assessment strategies explored, such as engaging students 
in self-reflection, eliciting and giving feedback. Other strategies which are not evidenced in 
this literature include: sharing learning outcomes and success criteria; peer assessment; 
questioning; use of NAPLAN data to inform learning and teaching, and the use of other 
information, such as demographic data and other contextual information. This absence is 
notable, as these strategies and approaches have been proven as effective interventions to 
raise student achievement (Black, 2017; Davison, 2019; Schildkamp, 2019; Skovholt, 
2018).  
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A further area of silence relates to the contribution of an evidence-base of effective 
measurement of outcomes. While a diverse set of outcome measures are reported in the 
studies, there is minimal cross-referencing between studies (Cumming et al., 2013; 
Fenwick, 2011; Graham et al., 2018; Klenowski, 2013). This has arguably led to a 
fragmented, rather than coherent, evidence-base. Developing a more comprehensive 
knowledge base for ameliorating inequitable schooling through more responsive and 
flexible assessment practices is further complicated by methodological limitations within 
the literature included in this scoping review. Most rely on convenience sampling and a 
small number of samples, meaning that the findings cannot be used to generalise across 
students to other contexts. The reporting of the impact of assessment on students in the 
studies examined is limited to what outcomes have improved, rather than developing 
understandings of how assessment has improved students’ learning with respect to the 
characteristics that constitute their relative educational disadvantage.  
 
Perhaps the most critical omission in this literature is attention to assessment and the 
feedback literacies of teachers, how differentiation is used to address the needs of all 
students fairly, and adopted for educationally disadvantaged students. Most of the studies 
in this review report on the implementation of intervention programs designed by the 
authors, which is common for research in Australian education (Wilson et al., 2021). 
Limited evidence-based research providing recommendations and suggestions for 
advancing the use of AfL in Australia has been identified through this scoping review. 
However, AfL, which enables teachers to use information about student progress to 
inform their teaching, is a focus for government policy. To ensure that student progress 
and achievement is measured in meaningful ways, Australian policy dictates that 
governments will ‘continue to develop and enhance national and school-level assessment 
that focuses on: assessment for learning...’ (Department of Education, Skills and 
Employment, 2019, p. 10). This requires building a strong assessment culture in schools 
that supports learning and teaching (Alonzo & Loughland, 2022). 
 
Future research which identifies and carefully explores the application of AfL by 
individual teachers, schools and systems could contribute to the development of strategies 
and to more equitable resourcing. Empirical evidence of how teachers implement AfL in 
practice appears to be missing, particularly in the context of secondary schools from 
diverse sites that have high proportions of educationally disadvantaged students. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Responding to the attainment gap for educationally disadvantaged students remains a 
‘wicked’ problem. In Australia, despite the strong policy commitment to equitable 
assessment practices, it is notable that there is a paucity of empirical evidence regarding 
the relationship between classroom-based assessment and equity that is captured under 
the umbrella term of AfL. This scoping review has highlighted the gap in the scholarly 
literature and has sought to identify fertile areas for further exploration to address this. 
Equitable assessment must be inclusive of classroom practice with students from diverse 
cultural and language backgrounds and for those with a disability. Adjusting assessment 
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practices ensures equitable approaches and allows all students, including those with a 
disability, to demonstrate knowledge. Broader systematic research into the connection 
between AfL, existing site-based practice, and student learning outcomes would provide a 
foundation for Australian policy makers and educators to address equity through 
assessment in the secondary school context. 
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Appendix A: Research studies identified for the scoping review 
 

Authors, date, and  
source title State Cohort Focus  

of study Methods 

Adie, van der Kleij & 
Cumming (2018), The devel-
opment and application of coding 
frameworks to explore dialogic 
feedback interactions and self-
regulated learning.  

Qld n=4 metropolitan 
schools; n=6 Year 
9 student-teacher 
pairs in range of 
disciplines 

Dialogue, feedback 
and self-regulatory 
action 

Mixed method 
observations and 
analyses 

Cumming, Dickson & 
Webster (2013), Reasonable 
adjustments in assessment: Putting 
law and policy into practice in 
Australia 

Nati-
onal 

N/A Support provided to 
implement AfL to 
diverse student 
cohort 

Analysis of 
legislation and 
practice 

Cumming & van der Kleij 
(2016), Effective enactment of 
assessment for learning and student 
diversity in Australia 

Qld Principals & staff; 
n=3 schools; spec-
ial and inclusive 
education; n=3 
students with lear-
ning disabilities 

AfL policies, 
resources and 
support connected 
to teacher skills 

Semi-structured 
interviews, 
observations and 
reviews of students 
working 
independently 

Fenwick (2011)  
Curriculum reform and reproducing 
inequality in upper-secondary 
education 

NT and 
SA 

Senior secondary 
students 

Access, curriculum 
and assessment 
impact on at risk 
students 

Document 
Analysis  

Graham, Tancredi, Willis, & 
McGraw (2018), Designing out 
barriers to student access and 
participation in secondary school 
assessment 

Qld Secondary English 
students 

Equity in English 
classroom practice 

Document 
Analysis 
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Authors, date, and  
source title State Cohort Focus  

of study Methods 

Klenowski (2014), Towards 
fairer assessment 

NSW Indigenous 
students 

Data use and mana-
gement, profession-
al learning, curric-
ulum, PLPs assess-
ment, and fairness 

Mixed methods 
analysis of 
program evaluation 
findings 

Van der Kleij, Adie & 
Cumming (2017), Using video 
technology to enable student voice in 
assessment feedback 

Qld Year 9 diverse 
student cohort, 
n=6 student-
teacher pairs 

Assessment, 
feedback and 
technology 

Video stimulated 
recall of video 
recorded one-to-
one teacher-
student feedback 
conversation 

 
Appendix B: Search terms 
 
• Indigenous, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• Indigenous, assessment for learning and disadvantage; 
• Indigenous and assessment; 
• disability, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• disability and assessment; 
• equity, assessment for learning and Australia 
• remote, assessment and Australia; 
• rural education and at risk; 
• rural education and assessment; 
• remote education and at risk; 
• out of home care, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• student disadvantage, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• fairer assessment, disadvantaged secondary schools and Australia; 
• fairness, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• assessment and socio-economic status and Australia; 
• at risk, assessment for learning and Australia; 
• student equity and assessment; 
• ESL and assessment; 
• learning outcomes, secondary school and Australia; 
• peer learning, secondary school and Australia; 
• self-assessment, secondary school and Australia; 
• feedback, secondary school and Australia; 
• success criteria, secondary school and Australia; 
• classroom assessment and disadvantaged schools. 
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