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Abstract

The study reported on here was conducted to explore, identify, and understand formative assessment tools, strategies and
practices used by primary school teachers to enhance effective teaching and learning. The study was conducted in the Groot
Letaba and Shamavunga circuits in the Mopani district of the Limpopo province, South Africa. This study was based on the
attribution theory, constructivist paradigm, phenomenological design and the qualitative research approach. A purposeful
sampling method was used to select 4 teachers who participated in this study. Individual interviews and observation were used
to collect qualitative data from all the participants. The thematic data analysis method was used to analyse all the collected
data. The findings reveal that the participating teachers in all schools used formative assessments to assess learners and improve
teaching and learning. The findings also reveal the challenges experienced by teachers and learners and the use of formative
assessment as the most suitable strategy for effective learner assessment. The findings of this study significantly contributed
to insights by all major stakeholders of the schools, namely, teachers, learners, parents and the Department of Basic Education.
The findings of this study will assist teachers in improving learners’ assessment and academic performance. Therefore, it is
recommended that instructional leaders improve learners’ formative assessment by arranging professional development
sessions and assisting the teachers in designing assessment practices, strategies and tools.
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Introduction

One of teachers’ primary duties is assessing learners. The purpose of the assessment of learners is to determine
how much learning and teaching has occurred (Mege, 2014) or to evaluate the learners’ academic performance
(Carless, 2015). This implies that teachers assess the learners’ work to establish what their learners know and can
do, with the main purpose of helping learners learn independently. According to Cowdroy and Williams
(2007:89), a close partnership exists between teaching, learning, and assessment because the subject matter or
content and how it is taught are often procured from assessment standards. Therefore, assessment fundamentally
impacts instruction and acquisition of knowledge or skills because it establishes the criteria that direct learning
and teaching.

In education, two major assessment categories have been identified, namely formative and summative
assessments (Sharkey & Murnane, 2006). In this study we focused on the use of formative assessment to improve
teaching and learning in primary schools. Popham (2011) defines formative assessment as a procedure that
includes collecting and investigating assessment-generated confirmation to determine how and when to modify
instructional projects or learning strategies to accomplish learning objectives. Formative assessment refers to
frequent, interactive assessment of learners’ development and understanding to recognize their needs and adjust
teaching appropriately (Alahmadi, Alrahaili & Alshraideh, 2019). This definition indicates that formative
assessment is a collaborative procedure that teachers and learners use to inform teaching and learning, address
specific learning difficulties and support learning growth over time. Teachers’ role is to design and implement
relevant, valid, reliable formative assessment strategies and tools to support learners in acquiring knowledge and
skills.

In South Africa, teaching, learning and assessment are based on an outcomes-based approach (Ornstein &
Hunkins, 2013). Outcomes-based education (OBE) is a process that incorporates the re-organisation of curriculum
and assessment and describes applications in training to reflect the accomplishment of obtaining information and
proficiency in place of the expansion of direction ability (Pradhan, 2021). Asim, Vaz, Ahmed and Sadiq (2021)
posit that OBE is used in pedagogy because it arranges everything in a pedagogical system based on what all
learners should be able to do after learning. According to Spady (1994, as cited by Davis, 2003), learning outcomes
are descriptions of skills, knowledge and competencies displayed by learners in the accomplishment of the
learning process. Although formative and summative assessment are equally significant in promoting the quality
of education in schools, formative assessment provides instant feedback about learners’ progress. GTL Brown
(2022) states that formative assessment is used for immediate interaction within the classroom to help learners
achieve set objectives through questions and feedback, while summative assessment is used to assess the overall
learning outcomes of learners at the end of a teaching unit. Furthermore, studies (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998;
Granberg, Palm & Palmberg, 2021; Park, 2020) propose that formative assessment practices are the most effective
classroom interventions because they support teaching and learning. Formative assessment is an ongoing
procedure that provides learners with constructive timely feedback, helping them achieve their learning goals and
enhancing their achievement (Vogt, Tsagari, Csépes, Green & Sifakis, 2020).
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We were motivated to conduct this study
because of the lack of research findings about
formative assessment strategies and practices that
may be used by primary school teachers to facilitate
effective teaching and learning in the Groot Letaba
and Shamavunga circuits. This study is significant
because it contributes to formative assessment
strategies, tools and practices that may be used by
primary school teachers to facilitate effective
teaching and learning. The main purpose of this
study was to explore the effective implementation of
formative assessment practices, strategies, and tools
to facilitate pedagogic practices in primary schools.
In this study, primary schools in the Groot Letaba
and Shamavunga circuits were preferred because of
the challenges experienced by teachers and learners
regarding formative assessment. The two circuits are
situated in rural areas of the Mopani district, and do
not have sufficient teaching and learning resources.
Rural areas also generally struggle to attract
effective teachers.

This study was guided by the following
primary research question: “What does formative
assessment mean to primary school teachers in the
Groot Letaba and Shamavunga circuits?” The
following secondary research questions supported
the primary question:

e  Why are primary school teachers using formative
assessment practise, strategies and tools to facilitate
effective teaching and learning?

e  Which formative assessment strategies and practices
can primary school teachers use to facilitate effective
teaching and learning?

e What challenges do teachers and learners experience
in the formative assessment of learners?

e What are the benefits of using formative assessment
in primary schools?

Significance of the Study

The findings of this research will assist
policymakers in formulating policies and
developing a framework for improving assessment
in schools. The findings will also provide scholars
globally with knowledge and skills on designing
new practices, strategies, and tools for implementing
effective formative assessment in schools. The
findings will assist teachers to implement effective
assessment strategies and will also improve the
academic performance of learners in primary
schools.

Literature Review

The concept “literature review” refers to a survey of
scholarly articles, books and other sources relevant
to a particular issue and area of research (Ramdhani,
Ramdhani & Amin, 2014:48). A literature review is
conducted through careful selection and analysis of
various sources of information, including books,
journals, theses, reports, conference proceedings,
unpublished manuscripts and articles from academic
journals (Sajeevanie, 2021). A literature review is a

description of the literature relevant to a particular
field or topic in order to give an overview of what
has been said in this regard. Furthermore, a review
that critically assesses the state of knowledge on a
particular topic makes it possible to identify gaps in
current understanding thereof (Paré, Wagner &
Prester, 2024). In this article, the literature review
includes the theoretical framework, functions or
benefits of formative assessment, preparation for
formative assessment practices, and tools for
learners in schools.

The Theoretical Framework of the Study
This research is based on the assessment theory
introduced by Professor Donald Kirkpatrick in 1959
in the United States of America (USA). The model
is one of the pioneer models used widely in
evaluating training development as it is deemed
simple and easy to understand (Du, 2021; La Duke,
2017).  Numerous authors have  adapted
Kirkpatrick’s model using four levels of
effectiveness evaluation. In a recent study,
Alsalamah and Callinan (2021:3) used Kirkpatrick’s
1959 four-level model of training criteria to evaluate
head teacher training programmes using both their
own and their supervisors’ perspectives. Donald
Kirkpatrick formulated the four assessment phases,
namely reaction, learning, behaviour and results.
According to the assessment theory, assessment
starts at Level 1 and proceeds through Levels 2, 3
and 4 (Winfrey, 1999). The first level is reactions
and its main objective is to evaluate whether learners
perceive the instruction and training as charming,
fascinating, beneficial and appropriate to their
subject matter or programme (Winfrey, 1999).
According to Kurt (2018), the primary objective of
the reaction level is to assess how the learners react
to learning by asking questions. This level provides
answers to three questions: Are the learners
quenched and gratified? What are their opinions?
Were the teaching and learning resources
appropriate to their tasks? The responses concentrate
on what the learners imagine of the content and are
evaluated by reaction questions. Reaction evaluation
is significant in learning because it enhances the
quality of teaching programmes, leading to learners’
improved academic performance (Winfrey, 1999).
The second level of Kirkpatrick’s assessment
theory is learning (Kirkpatrick, 1996). The main
purpose of Level 2 is to gauge each learner’s
learning grounded on whether learners can learn the
intentional knowledge, skills, attitudes, conviction,
and dedication to learning (Kirkpatrick, 1996). At
this level, the assessor (teacher) wishes to get
responses to the following question: How have they
developed? At this stage assessment may promote
the assessment above the gratification of the learners
because it endeavours to evaluate the degree to
which learners have developed with regard to
perceptions, knowledge, behaviour and skills
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(Kirkpatrick, 1996). Learning outcomes may
include changes in perceptions, knowledge,
behaviour and skills. At this level, the procedures or
approaches progress from official to unofficial
testing to self-evaluation and team evaluation. The
aim of assessment at this stage is to distinguish
between learners’ prior knowledge and the current
knowledge that they learnt during the instruction and
training programme.

Level 3 of Kirkpatrick’s assessment theory is
behaviour or transfer. Evaluation of the behaviour is
the level at which the people under training apply
learning and change their conduct. Based on the
situation, this can be done immediately and several
months after learning (Kirkpatrick, 1996). Level 3
evaluates whether the learning influenced the
learners and whether they were implementing the
knowledge and skills they had learnt. At this level,
the assessor (teacher) should respond to the
following question related to instruction: Are the
skills, knowledge or attitudes recently gained by the
learners currently used during their daily activities?
(Kirkpatrick, 1996).

Level 4, results, is the final stage of the
Kirkpatrick assessment theory. The role of Level 4
is to evaluate the effectiveness of training with
regard to improvement of an organisation served
(Winfrey, 1999). The question at this level is: How
has training changed the organisation? This level
evaluates how the programme has resulted in
improvement with regard to the organisation’s goals
and objectives (Kirkpatrick, 1996).

Each continuous assessment level, in
Kirkpatrick’s assessment theory is related to the
information presented on the lower level. Therefore,
each consecutive stage is a substitute for a more
accurate assessment while necessitating a more
meticulous and time-consuming evaluation. The
implementation of Kirkpatrick’s assessment theory
designs an applicative assessment scheme to clearly
describe the aim and objectives, evaluate the
outcomes, and distinguish spheres of influential
percussion  (Winfrey, 1999).  Kirkpatrick’s
assessment theory presents apparent assessment
phases to implement, works with traditional and
digital learning programmes, gives organisational
leaders relevant insight into their complete learning
programmes, and may be used by teachers in
schools.

In this study, Kirkpatrick’s four-level
assessment strategy is implemented to assess the
productiveness of teaching and learning
programmes, assesses how the learners think about
the programme, assesses the quantity of learning
acquired, changes the degree of learners’ behaviour,
and indicates the honest benefits of the teaching and
learning programme (Gill & Sharma, 2013).

Functions or benefits of formative assessment

The primary focus of formative assessment is to
monitor learners’ learning to provide ongoing
feedback that can be used by teachers to improve
their teaching and by learners to improve their
learning. Researchers have shown that feedback has
a significant effect on learners when a teacher
provides feedback while assessing learners’ work
before the learner can move on to subsequent
activities (Boud & Soler, 2016; Brookhart, 2017;
Irons, 2008; Sadler, 2010). According to Trumbull
and Lash (2013), formative assessment assists
learners in owning their learning when they
understand its objective to improve learning. This
view is confirmed by Voinea (2018) who asserts that
the role of formative assessment is to gather
evidence about the learner’s learning progress and to
channel this knowledge back to the learners through
feedback. Learners may reduce the gap separating
their present level of learning from the goals by
using the feedback received from teachers and their
peers. Teachers may use assessment by identifying
learners’ misconceptions and bridging gaps in
learning through meaningful feedback (Dixon &
Worrell, 2016). By revising, refining and reflecting
on their learning products, learners gain better and
more intimate knowledge of quality criteria. They
may practice these to improve their own learning
(Voinea, 2018). Formative assessment provides
teachers, school leaders and learners with accurate
information about the learners’ current performance
levels, gaps in their learning outcomes, growth in
their learning across time, specific difficulties they
experience with current learning tasks, and possible
reasons for those difficulties (Lane, Parrila, Bower,
Bull, Cavanagh, Forbes, Jones, Leaper,
Khosronejad, Pellicano, Powell, Ryan & Skrebneva,
2019).

Similarly, formative assessment allows
teachers to monitor learners’ learning, adapt their
teaching to meet learner’s learning needs, and help
with learners’ learning retention by bringing what
learners have learnt to the top of their minds
(Australian Education Research Organisation,
2021).

Formative assessment of teaching consists of
different approaches to continuously evaluate
teaching. A teacher who applies formative
assessment all the time will identify the strengths
and weaknesses of the learners and be able to modify
teaching methods and evaluations to turn the
classroom into an environment that promotes active
learner participation in activities to achieve learning
outcomes (Menéndez, Napa, Moreira & Zambrano,
2019).

According to Tunnell (2021), formative
assessment is used by teachers to make adjustments
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in learning in order to ensure that learning outcomes
are achieved and it allows teachers to measure and
track learners’ progress in real time and change the
course curriculum and instruction as necessary.
According to Andrade and Heritage (2018),
formative assessment also provides feedback and
enhances learners’ metacognition, their ability to
improve learner learning. Johnson (2024)
emphasises that teachers use formative assessment
to close the gap between where the learner is to
where they want the learner to be. Furthermore,
teachers also use assessment information to adjust
their teaching strategies, with an emphasis on
learning progress and achievement, rather than
failure. Formative assessment effectively boosts
academic achievements and promotes
metacognitive awareness, as demonstrated by
Wafubwa and Csikos (2022).

Teachers use formative assessment to help
learners improve their performance through
answering questions and peer and self-assessment in
order to achieve and demonstrate their full learning
potential (Johnson, 2024). Similarly, Jamie (2020)
asserts that teachers use formative assessment to
assess skills and content that have been derived from
the backward planning process in order to assess the
key learning milestones in the unit or learning
sequence, to ensure that learners’ responses either
clearly demonstrate mastery of the skills and
content, or show exactly where mastery is lacking or
misunderstanding occurs. Furthermore, to allow
learners to consider their own progress and
determine positive next steps. It is, therefore, clear
that teachers also implement formative assessment
strategies and tools in order to improve teaching and
learning in all subjects. The functions and benefits
of assessment reveal that the formative assessment
for learning is part of the teaching process and
everything taught must be assessed to ensure that
learners have learnt the required material.

Types of assessments

Stakke (2024) distinguishes three broad types of

assessment, namely, diagnostic, formative, and

summative assessment.

e Diagnostic assessment: Diagnostic assessment is
used before learning to determine what learners
already know and can do.

e Formative assessment: Formative assessment takes
place during instruction. Formative assessment is
used throughout the learning process and helps
teachers make adjustments to instruction and
activities as needed.

e Summative assessment: Summative assessment is
used at the end of a unit or lesson to determine what
the learners have learned. By comparing diagnostic
and summative assessment, teachers and learners can
get a clearer picture of how much progress they have
made.

Other types of assessment fall within these three

broad categories, such as criterion-referenced,

ipsative and norm-referenced assessment.

e  C(riterion-referenced assessment: In this common
type of assessment, a learner’s knowledge is
compared to a standard learning objective. Most
summative assessment is designed to measure
learners’ mastery of specific learning objectives.

e Ipsative assessment: In education, ipsative
assessment involves assignments used to compare a
learner’s present performance to their own past
performance to chart achievement over time.

e Normative assessment: Normative assessment is
used to compare learners’ achievement with that of
their peers. Learners receive a ranking based on their
score and potentially on other factors as well.

These assessments take place throughout the

learning process helping learners and teachers gauge

learning within those three broad categories (Stakke,

2024). In this study, formative assessment was

preferred because of the following:

a) Low stakes or no stakes

Most formative assessments aren’t graded, or at least
aren’t used in calculating learners’ grades at the end of
the grading period. Instead, they form part of the daily
give-and-take between teachers and learners.

b) Planned and part of the lesson

Rather than just being quick check-for-understanding
questions many teachers may ask on the fly, formative
assessment is built into a lesson or activity. Teachers
consider the skills or knowledge they want to check
on, and use one of many methods to gather
information on learners’ progress.

Using various formative assessment strategies and

tools to assess learners

One of the objectives of this study was to explore the
use of formative assessment strategies and practices
by primary school teachers to facilitate effective
teaching and learning. According to Harlen (2015),
teachers use formative assessment strategies and
tools to monitor children’s ideas in relation to lesson
goals and the use of this information to decide next
steps progress towards achieving these goals. This
modality of assessment differs from summative
assessment which is usually more concerned with
the finished product. Instead, formative assessment
focuses on the process for “what the next steps are
on an individual [whether ‘individual’ is defined as
a sole pupil or a group of pupils] and personal level”
(Booth, 2017, cited in Kinsella & Fautley, 2021:73),
in order to arrive at a finished product. Formative
assessment is carried out while the learner is still
learning (Dwiyanti & Suwastin, 2021). In general
terms, formative assessment is concerned with
helping learners develop their learning (Buyukkarci
& Sahinkarakas, 2021). Furthermore, Gloria,
Sudarmin, Wiyanto and Indriyanti (2018) state that
when formative assessment is used appropriately, it
can promote the development of 16 mental habits,
including persistence, impulse control, listening
with empathy and understanding, thinking flexibly,
metacognition, aiming for accuracy, questioning and
problem solving, applying prior knowledge to new
contexts, gathering information using all senses,
creating imagining and awe, taking responsible
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risks, finding humour, thinking interdependently,

and remaining open to ongoing education.
Researchers also recommend that teachers

prepare themselves effectively before implementing

formative assessment in schools (Cullinane, 2011;

Evans, 2020; Lambert, 2012; Mikre, 2010; Thomas,

2019). Cullinane (2011) emphasises that before

using the formative assessment strategies and tools

described below, teachers should prepare
themselves as follows:

e The teacher should practice the strategies and tools of
formative assessment chosen to observe whether the
learners perform in the chosen circumstance.

e In introducing new formative assessment strategies
and tools, the teachers must know what is required to
improve formative assessment strategies and tools.

e  The teachers should ensure that they can construct
answers to the formative assessment strategies and
tools they have selected to use in order to ensure that
learners will not have difficulty providing answers.

e When learners answer questions or participate in a
discussion, the teacher should command them to go
back to the class and conduct visual communication
so that the conversation is not just educator-learner
administered but also learner-learner administered.

Visual communication utilizes images typography
and layout to convey meaning and evoke emotions
(Ci, 2024). According to Lester (2013), visual
communication is based on both the eye that
performs the act of seeing and the brain that makes
sense of all sensory information received.

After preparing themselves, the teachers may
use the following formative assessment strategies
and tools to assess the learners:

Multiple-choice questions (MCQs). Two-level
MCQs are used at intervals while teaching, and the
learners are given a few questions with four possible
answers from which to choose the correct answer.
When designed properly, MCQs may demand a
greater level of analytical thinking, enabling
examiners to evaluate learners’ integration of
knowledge, problem-solving skills, and application
of knowledge (Riggs, Kang & Rennie, 2020;
Stevens, Palocsay & Novoa, 2023).

Observation. The educator moves through the
classroom and watches the learners while they do
their work in order to determine whether they are
learning effectively (Lambert, 2012). This is a
strategy that instructors may use to deal with
different learners. Puspita and Suyatno (2020) state
that the children’s strengths, weaknesses,
personality traits, interests, learning styles and needs
are identified through observation.

One-sentence summary. The teacher should
select an important class topic or work that they
expect learners to learn in order to summarise.
Teachers request learners to summarise in a written
sentence which responds to seven questions about
the subject matter, namely, who, what, where, when,
which, why, and how (Lambert, 2012).

K-W-L Chart. A K-W-L chart is a graphic
organiser that helps learners arrange information
before, during and after a unit or a lesson (Evans,
2020). When a teacher presents a lesson, the learners
write down what they know about the subject matter
(K) and what they are preparing to know about it
(W). After the lesson presentation, learners write
down their current learning (L) (Evans, 2020).

Questioning. Question generation is a common
cognitive activity used in teaching and learning to
improve learners’ engagement (Salmon & Barrera,
2021). Research also suggests that questioning helps
learners generate new ideas and inventions, as well
as more rational solutions (Rothstein & Santana,
2017). Cullinane (2011) indicates that teachers may
divide the class into pairs or groups, give all the
learners questions, and instruct them to write down
answers to all the questions within a time frame of
approximately 5 to 10 minutes.

Interview assessment. If a teacher wants to dig
deeper into learners’ understanding of content, they
may try discussion-based assessment methods
(Thomas, 2019). Casual chats with learners in the
classroom will help learners to feel at ease when
they learn.

Misconceptions and errors. Misconceptions
and errors are often helpful to determine whether
learners understand why something is incorrect or
why a concept is complex (Thomas, 2019).

According to the Assessment and Moderation
Policy of South Africa, Number 13/3/P, teachers
must comply with assessment principles when
implementing assessment, namely fairness, validity,
reliability and practicability, which results in
credibility (Republic of South Africa [RSA], 2010).
Fairness is related to the assessment procedures;
validity is related to the assessment design;
reliability is associated with the conduct of the
assessment, and practicability is associated with the
financial and time implications of assessment
credibility (RSA, 2010). The literature review
presents the theoretical framework of the research
which is a model or support that provides a base
upon which this study was administered (Adom,
Hussein & Agyem, 2018). The theoretical
framework  contributes to an  improved
comprehension of primary school teachers’
appraisal tools, strategies and practices for
improving teaching and learning. Therefore,
formative assessment is assessment for, of, and
about learning in schools.

Research Methodology

Methodology is defined as a group of strategies that
researchers use in a specific field to achieve a
relevant, and credible understanding of occurrences,
procedures or matters at various phases (Rahi,
2017). According to Dawson (2019), research
methodology is the primary principle that guides
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one’s research. With this research we aimed to
identify and understand assessment tools, strategies
and practices used by primary school teachers to
improve teaching and learning in the Groot Letaba
and Shamavunga circuits. The aim with this section
was to present and discuss the research design and
methodology used to collect empirical data in this
research. The objectives with this study are as
follows:

e To explore why and how primary school teachers
should implement formative assessment tools,
strategies and practices to facilitate effective teaching
and learning.

e To investigate the benefits of using formative
assessment in primary schools.

e  To recommend effective assessment tools, strategies
and practices that primary school teachers may use to
improve teaching and learning.

This section includes a discussion of the research
paradigm. The research design, research approach,
research population, sampling, data collection
methods, data analysis, limitations of the study,
ethical considerations, and trustworthiness and
credibility of the research are discussed.

Research Paradigm

A research paradigm refers to a group of original
presuppositions and concepts on human’s
perceptions of the world, which provide a
deliberating structure to guide all research activities
during empirical investigations (Wahyuni, 2012). A
research paradigm is thus a group of concepts about
the world and how it should be understood and
studied. Babbie (2014) describes paradigms as the
plans or structures for monitoring and understanding
what we observe and how we understand it, thus,
providing ways of looking at reality. According to
Corbin and Strauss (2015), the term “paradigm” is
described as the category of assumptions and
emotional positions about the essence of authenticity
(Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In other words, a research
paradigm controls and directs how the researcher
should conduct a study. To be specific, a research
paradigm is a group of perspectives of the world and
how it should be studied and understood. Our
research was centred on the constructivist paradigm
because it relates to uniqueness, multiple realities,
and creating of meaning by engaging with people.
Constructivism or interpretivism is based on the
view that reality is created by social circumstances
and how people understand those circumstances
(Rahi, 2017). The constructivist paradigm assisted
us to design relevant research methods in order to
respond to all the research questions. The
constructivist paradigm of this study is formative
assessment, because it is based on the views that
reality is created by social circumstances and how
people understand those circumstances. In this
study, the social circumstances are teaching,

learning and assessment of learners.

Research Design

The conception “research design” means the plan or
framework for research which is used as support in
gathering and evaluating the information (Pandey &
Pandey, 2015:18). Akhtar (2016) defines research
design as a structure of study or a paste that grasps
all the components of a study project
simultaneously. The definition is supported by
Babbie (2014) who describes research design as a
strategy that will be implemented by the researcher
when conducting the research process. Denzin and
Lincoln (2017) define research design as a category
of procedures and rules which should be pursued by
a researcher when addressing a research problem.
Kumar (2014) describes research design as a scheme
that exemplifies the procedure to be pursued in
obtaining answers to research. Creswell (2014)
states that research design determines the categories
of investigation undertaken, using qualitative,
quantitative, and mixed method strategies that
present particular orientation for processes in
research.

A qualitative phenomenological research
design was implemented in this study aimed at
improving assessment to enhance the effectiveness
of instruction and learning in schools. The
phenomenological research design also assisted us
to design relevant research methods which enabled
us to respond to all the research questions. The
phenomenological research design aligns with the
theories of learners’ evaluation. The phenomenon
studied is learners’ formative assessment which is
aimed at enhancing the effectiveness of instruction
and learning in schools.

Research Approach
A research approach refers to a scheme and the
process of gathering information, evaluation and
elucidation (Chetty, 2016). Denzin and Lincoln
(2017) define qualitative research as a situated
activity that locates the observer in the world rather
than focusing on investigations about the quantity or
numerical data. Qualitative research is an approach
for exploring and understanding the meaning that
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human
problem (Creswell, 2014). In this study, we used a
qualitative design in order to understand formative
assessment of learners and to understand a particular
personal or communal problem based on designing
a complex, coordinated resemblance, designed with
words. The qualitative research approach assisted us
to design relevant interview questions in order to
arrive at relevant responses in response to the
research problem.

The research methodology included selecting
the research site, the population of the research,
sampling, data collection and analysis of data.
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Selection of the research site

A research site is a place where researchers conduct

research, such as schools, hospitals and universities

(Creswell, 2014). In this study, we used purposive

sampling to select four primary schools in the Groot

Letaba and Shamavunga circuits of the Mopani

district in the Limpopo province. The selection

criteria were as follows:

e A combination of schools performing well and
poorly.

e  The schools were all Quintile 1 schools, which means
that learners do not pay school fees and the schools
receive funding from the Department of Basic
Education (DBE).

e  The selected schools all taught learners from Grade R
to Grade 7.

e  The schools were located in close proximity to my
(primary researcher’s) place of residence which
enabled me to visit them with ease.

Population of the study

The term population means the categories of objects
or the whole group of people selected by the
researcher to acquire information on the
phenomenon under study (Schooenenboom &
Johnson, 2017). Neuman (2011), defines population
as the category of humans in which a sample is
selected and the pool of humans in which the
research questions are implemented. Similarly, Rahi
(2017) describes a population as all objects or
human beings that the researcher wishes to analyse.
Additionally, Brynard, Hanekom and Brynard
(2014:38) describe population as a category of
events, items or human beings, who possess similar
characteristics, which motivates the researcher to
conduct their research. In this research, the study
population included all educators at the two selected
schools in the Groot Letaba and Shamavunga
circuits. This population was preferred because it
comprised individuals participating in learner
assessment.

Sampling of the study

Pandey and Pandey (2015) describe sampling as
choosing a given number of subjects from a
described population in order to represent that
population. Guest, Namey and Mitchell (2013)
indicate that sampling is the process of choosing a
subset of items from a defined population for
inclusion in a study. Schutte and Steyn (2015)
describe sampling as a process through which any
part of a population is taken to represent that

Table 1 Profile of the research participants

population. A sample is a section of the entire or a
sub-division of measurements taken from the
population. Purposive sampling was implemented to
select the research participants, comprising four
participants from two schools. This means that we
applied our own judgement in selecting competent
participants for the research (Creswell, 2014).

In this study, sampling criteria were used for
selecting the four teachers. Sampling criteria are the
principles, standards or rules used for selecting the
sample (Creswell, 2014). In this study, the sampling
criteria determined the research problem, purpose,
design and practical implications of the research
topic. Seven types of purposive sampling methods
are used in research, namely, maximum variation
sampling, homogeneous sampling, typical case
sampling, extreme or deviant case sampling, critical
case sampling, total population sampling and expert
sampling (Creswell, 2014). In this study, maximum
variation sampling, which is also known as
heterogeneous sampling, was used to select the two
schools from the Groot Letaba circuit and two
schools from the Shamavunga circuit for
participation in the study. As the name implies, a
maximum variation sample is made up of extremes
or is chosen to ensure a wide variety of participants.
Maximum variation sampling or heterogeneous
sampling, is a purposive sampling technique used to
capture a wide range of perspectives relating to the
phenomenon under study, ranging from those
conditions that are viewed to be typical, to those
conditions that are more extreme in nature
(Creswell, 2014). The term “conditions” refers to the
units such as the people, cases, organisations, events
or pieces of data that are of interest to the researcher
(Creswell, 2014). The basic principle behind
maximum variation sampling is to gain greater
insight into the phenomenon by looking from all
angles. Maximum variation sampling contains cases
that are purposefully different from each other
(Creswell, 2014). In this study, maximum variation
sampling was used to explore, identify, and
understand formative assessment tools, strategies
and practices used by primary school teachers to
improve teaching and learning. We selected four
teachers of various age groups, with varied
qualifications and experience who taught at the four
schools. The participating primary school teachers
all had more than 5 years’ teaching experience.
Table 1 shows the profile of the participating
teachers.

School  Participant Gender Age  Experience  Qualifications

A Teacher Male (M) 58 30 Honours degree
Teacher Female (F) 42 18 Honours degree

B Teacher F 41 15 Teaching diploma
Teacher M 48 23 Bachelor’s degree

Two of the participants were female and two
were male between the ages of 41 and 58 years of

age. The participants’ teaching experience ranged
from 15 to 30 years. Two participants held honours
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degree, one held a bachelor’s degree and one held a
teachers’ diploma.

Data collection
Data collection is the procedure of using tools to
gather and evaluate information, which enables
researchers to respond to the research questions
(Creswell, 2014). Before collecting the data, we
approached the principals of the two schools in the
Groot Letaba and Shamavunga circuits to request
permission to conduct the study. We also addressed
letters to the selected teachers to request them to
participate in the study and sign a consent form. We
then met with each participant to explain the aim and
significance as well as their participation in the
study. The participants also agreed to participate in
individual interviews at the schools after school
hours.

We used individual interviews to gather
information from the four teachers. An individual
interview is a qualitative research strategy
implemented to gather information by exclusively
communicating with one participant (Babbie, 2014).
We used individual interviews to collect data about
primary school teachers’ formative assessment
tools, strategies and practices to improve teaching
and learning in the Groot Letaba and Shamavunga
circuits. In this study, nine interview questions were
used to collect information from the four teachers.
The nine interview questions were based on the
following research questions:

e  Why are primary school teachers using formative
assessment practices, strategies and tools to facilitate
effective teaching and learning?

e  Which formative assessment strategies and practices
can primary school teachers use to facilitate effective
teaching and learning?

e  What challenges do teachers and learners experience
in the formative assessment of learners?

e  What are the benefits of using formative assessment
in primary schools?

During the interviews, the participants were

permitted to speak freely while we supported the

argument to cover all the questions. We used an
interview schedule to manage the individual
interviews. An interview schedule is a register of
research questions that supports the interviewer
using the schedule (Creswell, 2014). The interview
schedule provided a structure and progression for
the research questions and assisted us in maintaining

a degree of consistency across all interviews with

different participants of the study. Each interview

lasted about 60 minutes and the respondents’
responses were recorded on tape. The tape recording

of the interview allowed us to focus on the answers
provided by the participants.

After collecting the data, we used data
saturation as an indicator of whether a sample is
sufficient for the phenomenon under study. Walker
(2012) asserts that the concept data saturation is not
easy to describe, but in a qualitative research project,
it is used to determine whether enough data were
collected and whether the research questions were
answered sufficiently and accurately (Walker,
2012). Similarly, O’Reilly and Parker (2013)
indicate that a researcher can be reasonably assured
that further data collection would yield the same
findings and serve to confirm emerging themes and
conclusions. Data saturation means you have
collected enough data to confidently draw
conclusions. Research experts recommend many
strategies of data saturation. McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) assert that data saturation may
be accomplished by conducting 20 to 30 interviews
and that the interviews should be conducted for 1
hour or more. According to Bernard (2011) the
number of interviews required for qualitative
research in order to achieve saturation cannot be
quantified but the interview questions should be
arranged to enable the interviewer to ask all
participants similar questions. In this study, we
ensured data saturation by choosing the relevant and
experienced  participants,  interviewed  four
participants, identifying patterns and themes more
effectively by the diversity of perspective and
experience presented in the data. In this study, we
were satisfied with the data collected, because
sufficient and relevant information in response to the
interview questions were provided by the
participants.

We also conducted observation of two teachers
from School A and B to see how they implemented
formative assessment. We visited the two schools
and requested the principal to allow us to observe the
formative assessment of two teachers. The request
was approved and the teachers were informed about
the observation.

Data analysis of functions or benefits of formative
assessment

Babbie (2014) describes data analysis as a process
of examining and explaining collected data in order
to extract an explanation, understand, and establish
experiential knowledge and skills. After having
collected the data, we used the thematic data
analysis method to analyse the data. Figure 1 below
illustrates the six steps that were followed in the
analysis of the data.
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Figure 1 The thematic data analysis method

The purpose of analysing the data is to describe
the data explicitly, select typical and non-
representative information, identify dissimilarities,
coordinate, and respond to the research questions
(Babbie, 2014). In order to grasp the many
constituent aspects of one’s data, one must break it
down into understandable information. According to
Dudovskiy (2018), the thematic strategy of
analysing information is a process that focuses on
information presented textually, verbally and in
multifaceted formats. Sandelowski (1996) indicates
that the thematic data analysis method aims to
change and analyse qualitative information in a
meticulous and academic style because, in
qualitative analysis, information is regarded as
substitutes of personal exercises and talking. The
thematic strategy is the procedure of reducing
gathered information into themes or categories
(Babbie, 2014).

Step 1: Organising and preparing

After collecting the information, we created the
transcriptions of the interviews, which assisted us to
better understand the research. In this step we also
sorted and arranged the data into various categories
according to the source of the data.

Step 2: Read through all the data

In this step we studied the interview transcripts and
acquired a general meaning of the information. We
focused on the diverse definitions of the information
in order to understand the participants’ general
opinions. We then wrote notes in the margins and
started recording thoughts about the data.

Step 3: Coding the data

In this step we reviewed the transcripts and named
and labelled the fundamental sections of the
information. We picked one document, went

through it and asked ourselves what that document
was about. We wrote our opinions in the margins.
After having read several transcripts, we made a list
of topics and clustered similar topics together. We
revisited the data, abbreviated the topics as codes
and wrote the codes next to the appropriate segments
of the text. Then we found the most descriptive
wording from the topics and turned them into
categories. We categorised connected topics and
abbreviated each category. Then we assembled the
data belonging to each category in one place.

Step 4: Generating a description and theme
Description involves a comprehensive presentation
of the data. In this step we used the codes to generate
a small number of themes or categories. These
themes were the ones that appeared as major
findings and we used them to create headings and
subheadings.

Step 5: Interrelate themes

In this step we used a narrative passage to provide
the results of the data analysis. We interconnected
the themes into a story line and built extra layers of
complex analysis. We implemented tables to assist
in the discussions.

Step 6: Interpretation
Interpretation was the final step of data analysis. In
this step we explained the information. We derived
the meaning by comparing the findings with the data
acquired from the literature and theoretical
framework of the study. Thematic analysis was
preferred in this study because it is regarded as an
effective tool for assessing the views of various
research participants (Nowell, Norris, White &
Moules, 2017).

In this paragraph we focus on a summary of the
thematic data analysis. After transcribing the
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participants’ individual interviews, we read through
the transcripts to gain a general understanding of the
data. The views concerning possible groups were
written down in the margins. We then checked all
participants’ responses, shortened them as codes,
and recorded the codes next to the suitable text
categories. We also recorded the most expressive
texts for the headings and converted them into
groups or themes. All related topics were assembled
to reduce the number of groups. We also recognised
the interrelationships between the different groups,
and then focussed on the abbreviation for each
category. Finally, we elucidated and reported the
results of the research.

Trustworthiness of the Study

The concept “trustworthiness of the study” refers to
the degree of alignment between the descriptions of
the research context and the reality of the
phenomenon being studied (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). According to Polit and Hungler
(2013), trustworthiness encompasses the reliability
of the information, the clarity of the presentation and
the strategies implemented to ensure the overall
quality of the research. Researchers should establish
clear protocols and procedures to ensure that their
study is credible and worthy of readers’
consideration (Amankwaa, 2016). Various criteria
are used to uphold the trustworthiness and
credibility of the research findings. In this study, the
following quality criteria for qualitative research
were implemented to guarantee its trustworthiness:

Credibility of the Study

The term “credibility” is described as the degree of
correspondence between the realities of the world
and the explanations of the phenomena (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010). In research, credibility is
used to create the belief that the results of a
qualitative study are authentic, acceptable and
convincing from the participants’ point of view
(Polit & Hungler, 2013). Researchers use different
criteria to ensure the credibility of a research study.
In this research, we implemented the following
strategies to guarantee the credibility of qualitative
data.

Prolonged engagement

A qualitative researcher needs to spend more time
with respondents and in context to identify and
document themes, patterns, and value and develop
trust (Enworo, 2023; Eryilmaz, 2022; Riazi, Rezvani
& Ghanbar, 2023). To spend extensive time in the
research field means that the researcher should pose
question to the participants until data saturation is
achieved (Brink, Van der Walt & Van Rensburg,
2012). Data saturation is associated with ensuring
that enough data are available to ensure that the
research questions are answered (Walker, 2012).
When data saturation is achieved, it is no longer

necessary to conduct further study because all
questions have been answered (O’Reilly & Parker,
2013). When a researcher stays in the field until data
saturation is achieved, a deep comprehension of the
opinions, experiences and cultures of the
participants is acquired (Brink et al., 2012). Various
strategies of data saturation are recommended by
various research experts. McMillan and Schumacher
(2010) indicate that data saturation may be achieved
by conducting 20 to 30 interviews and that the
interviews should last an hour or more. Bernard
(2011) emphasises that the number of interviews
needed for a qualitative study to reach saturation
could not be quantified but the interview questions
should be structured to facilitate asking multiple
participants the same questions. According to
Creswell (2015), reaching saturation is achieved by
conducting 20 to 60 interviews. In our study, data
saturation was achieved by selecting the key
informants of the study, interviewing 24
participants, constructing a saturation grid wherein
major topics were listed vertically and interviews to
be conducted were listed horizontally, asking the
interviewees the same questions. Individual
interviews lasted about 1 hour each and focus-group
interviews lasted about 1 hour and 30 minutes each.
We also probed many participant responses in order
to acquire more information about their responses.
Staying in the field for 1 hour with each participant
assisted us to acquire complete information about
instructional leadership.

Use of heterogeneous sample
The trustworthiness and credibility of this study
were ensured through the use a heterogeneous
research sample. Heterogeneity means that the
samples are different and a heterogeneous sample is
a sample which is composed of items or individuals
that are different from one another (Creswell, 2014).
In this study, the sample included two female
and two male participants. The participants included
three middle-aged participants and only one old
participant. The sample also included one
participant with 30 years’ teaching experience, one
participant with 18 years’ teaching experience, one
participant with 15 years’ experience and one
participant with 23 years’ experience

Member checking
In this study we guaranteed the trustworthiness and
credibility of the study by allowing the participants
to review the data that they had provided. Review of
data or member checking refers to participants’
verification of the data through casual conversations
in informal settings (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). Schutte and Steyn (2015) regard member
checks as the most significant process to bolster the
credibility of a study.

In this study, member checks relating to the
correctness of the information provided were
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conducted during the interviews and after the data
collection process. We asked the participants to read
all the interview transcripts of their individual
interviews. The focus of the member checks was
whether the participants’ words matched what they
actually intended to communicate.

Triangulation

According to Noble and Heale (2019), research
triangulation refers to the process that helps to
increase the credibility and validity of research.
Triangulation is used to develop a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon under study (Polit
& Beck, 2014). In this study triangulation was done
through the wuse of document analysis,
non-participant  observation and  individual
interviews.  The  document analysis and
non-participant observation methods allowed us to
collect data without talking to anyone. The
individual interviews allowed us to compare our
views with the interviewees’ views and also to probe
the interviewees’ attitudes, beliefs and experiences
for details and reasons to gain greater understanding.

Transferability (generalizability)

We used transferability to guarantee the
trustworthiness of the study. According to Guba and
Lincoln (2005), transferability, which is also called
generalisability, refers to the degree to which the
findings of qualitative research can be transferred to
other settings. Transferability is established by
providing the readers with evidence that the study
findings may be applicable to other contexts,
situations, times and populations. In this study, we
guaranteed transferability of the findings by
providing a comprehensive context and the key
assumptions of this study. We ensured that the
findings of this study could be credibly transferred
to other situations or contexts in order to make
judgements.

Dependability (Consistency)

Researchers may also guarantee the trustworthiness
of a study by ensuring dependability of the study.
Guba and Lincoln (2005) define dependability of a
study as the quality of being able to be counted on
or relied upon. Polit and Beck (2012) explain that
dependability is data consistency over similar
contexts (Cope, 2014; Enworo, 2023; Ghafouri &
Ofoghi, 2016; Hanson, Ju & Tong, 2019; Polit &
Beck, 2012). Dependability, or consistency, is
similar to reliability in quantitative research
(Branson & Branson, 2015). The role of
dependability is to ensure that the same findings of
a study are obtained when measured by the same
standard (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). In this study we
used the effective and credible data collection and
data analysis methods to ensure dependability of the
study.

Confirmability

In this research, we also used confirmability to
guarantee the trustworthiness of the study.
According to Guba and Lincoln (2005),
confirmability refers to the extent to which the
research findings or results are acceptable or
supported by other people. We ensured
confirmability by implementing different processes
for evaluating and re-evaluating the information
during the research process. On completion of the
study we conducted a data audit in which we
examined the data collection, the analysis of the
research process and investigation into any bias or
distortion.

Ethical Considerations

According to Babbie (2014), the term ethics refers
to the moral principles that assist people to know
what is acceptable or unacceptable in the
communities and is used by researchers as moral
standards of evaluating the acceptability of their
behaviour while conducting a study. In this research,
the following moral principles were adhered to.

Informed consent

We ensured the ethical principles of this study by
guaranteeing that all the participants provided
informed consent. The term “informed consent”
refers to permission given by the prospective
participants in full knowledge of the possible
consequences of the research (Grady, Cummings,
Rowbotham, McConnell, Ashley & Kang, 2017). In
this research, informed consent was obtained after
providing the participants with comprehensive
details of all features of the study. We achieved this
by contacting all the participants in order to notify
them of the purpose, significance and the advantages
of participating in the research.

Plagiarism

Perkins (2010:para. 4) defines the term “plagiarism”
as the procedure of not providing acknowledgement
to an initial source of perception or literacy. In this
research, we avoided plagiarism by duly
acknowledging all materials that were used in the
study.

Permission to conduct the research

We obtained permission to conduct the research
from the Groot Letaba and Shamavunga circuits. We
achieved this by writing letters to the circuit
managers and principals of the selected schools.

Minimisation of risk to participants

We also adhered to the ethical principles by
minimising the risks to the participants. We
prevented risk to the participants by ensuring that the
participants never experienced any injury,
inconvenience, embarrassment or tension while
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participating in the study. This was achieved by
meeting all participants to explain how the study
would be conducted and ensuring that the normal
working hours of the participants were not
interrupted.

Voluntary participation

Voluntary participation is an ethical research
principle and consideration covered by international
law and many codes of scientific conduct.
Researchers must ensure that participants are not
pressurised when working with vulnerable groups of
individuals (Bhandari, 2022). This was achieved by
meeting each prospective participant to inform them
that they were not compelled to be involved in
research. We also provided the participants with
sufficient time to decide whether they would
participate in the study or not. The individuals who
wanted to participate were also informed that they
were free to terminate their participation in the study
without prejudice at any time.

Right to privacy (confidentiality)

Allen, Grigsby and Peters (2015) describes the
ethical principle of the right to privacy or
confidentiality as a state in which the researcher is
aware of the names of participants but decides to
safeguard or hide the participants’ names. In this
study, the right to privacy was achieved by not
making the names of the individuals who
participated in the research known to safeguard their
integrity. The right to privacy was also guaranteed
by ensuring that all the information collected during
the interview sessions was stored in a locked
cupboard. All the collected data were used only by
the researcher no persons not involved in the study
had access to the data.

Limitations of the Study

All the potential weaknesses of research that the
researcher is not able to control are called the
limitations of a study (Creswell, 2014). This is
typical of qualitative research which seeks to obtain
detailed in-depth understanding and does not seek to
prove hypotheses or to generalise. During the design
of this study we realised two limitations of the study,
namely, conducting the study only in one district and
at four schools. Despite this limitation, the findings
of this study are relevant because the four schools
represent all schools.

Findings of the Study

The aim of this section is to present, interpret and
analyse the data collected from the individual
interviews. All the findings of this study are related
to or based on assessment theory, introduced by
Donald Kirkpatrick. According to Kurt (2018), the
primary objective of the assessment theory is to
assess how the learners react to learning by asking
questions. The thematic analysis method was used to
analyse the data collected from the four participating

teachers. An analysis of the data produced the four
main themes discussed below, which are based on
four research questions of the study.

Why Primary School Teachers Use Formative
Assessment Practices, Strategies and Tools to
Facilitate Effective Teaching and Learning

This theme was based on the first research question:
Why do primary school teachers use formative
assessment practices, strategies and tools to
facilitate effective teaching and learning? The
participants were requested to explain why primary
school teachers wused formative assessment
practices, strategies and tools. An analysis of the
participants’ responses revealed the following
reasons why formative assessment strategies and
tools are used by teachers to facilitate effective
teaching and learning.

To explore what the learners know
An analysis of the participants’ responses revealed
that formative assessment strategies and tools were
used to explore what the learners already knew.
Participants 1, 2, 3 and 4 responded as follows:
The function of formative assessment is beneficial to
learners because each assessment strategy has its
specific role in the deliverance of the curriculum. [
use formative assessment to check and satisfy myself
about the learners’ knowledge and performance.
Using various types of formative assessment afford
teachers the opportunity to check the performance
of learners that leads to decision-making about
curriculum deliverance and planning. (Participant
1)
Formative assessment aims to check the extent to
which a particular skill has been attained in order
to measure how much knowledge has been gained
(Participant 2).
The aim of formative assessment is to collect
information about the learner’s performance or
progress. This also helps in giving direction to the
learning process. Various types of formative
assessment are crucial to the learner’s learning
progress. Educators are also guided by learners’
performance in all types of assessment to continue
helping the learners informed by their results.
(Participant 3)
1 use formative assessment to assess learners to get
an idea of the level of my learners, to track progress
and to have overall progress for the term or
academic year. I use it to gauge the level of our
learners and take it from there to track if what is
being taught is understood to change the teaching
style and, above all, to get an overall idea of the
whole term. (Participant 4)
The above extracts indicate that formative
assessment is used to check the learners’ knowledge
and performance, to measure how much knowledge
has been gained and gauge the level of the learners’
knowledge. This finding is in line with the first level
of the assessment theory (Winfrey, 1999), namely,
reactions (Winfrey, 1999). According to the
assessment theory, the main objective of reactions is
to evaluate whether learners perceived the
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instruction and training as charming, fascinating,
beneficial and appropriate to their subject or
programme. This implies that the main aim of this
level is to explore why formative assessment is used
by teachers.

To explore the challenges experienced by learners
An analysis of the participants’ responses revealed
that formative assessment strategies and tools were
used to explore the challenges experienced by
learners. The participants responded as follows:
Formative assessment enables teachers to detect the
problem areas and learning needs that are often
unique and specific and offers the teachers an
opportunity  to  make  amendments  and
improvements. The weak areas of learners can be
identified so that educators can have a good record
of how learners will be assisted in the next grade.
(Participant 1)
Formative assessment is used to identify content
areas found to be difficult to learners so that
learners experiencing barriers to learning can get
assistance and ensure that the teacher has ample
time to make amends after the problem areas were
identified. (Participant 2)
The aims and benefits of formative assessment are
to assist the learners to know their strengths and
weaknesses and identify areas for development. It
allows them to improve and develop their
confidence (Participant 3).
The formative assessment feedback helps the
teachers identify areas of the content that are
difficult for learners. It assists educators in
identifying problematic areas and provides parents
with progress reports of their children’s learning
(Participant 4).
The above participant responses reveal that teachers
used strategies of formative assessment to detect
problem areas and learning needs that are often
unique and specific. Furthermore, formative
assessment is used to identify content areas that
learners find difficult, to know their strengths and
weaknesses and to identify areas for development.

To improve teaching and learning
An analysis of the participants’ responses reveal that
formative assessment strategies and tools were used
to improve teaching and learning as is shown in the
following responses:
The results of formative assessment assist teachers
to plan for intervention strategies for improvement
(Participant 1).
It is also used to analyse the learners’ results in
comparison with the previous year’s results to check
if the school is not deteriorating or is improving in
terms of results (Participant 2).
Using formative assessment will inform the school
on how the curriculum can be managed. It will lead
to proper and effective teaching improvement plans
(Participant 3).
Formative assessment helps the teachers check if
they have achieved their goals. When using
formative assessment, it will inform how the
instruction and curriculum of the school can be

modified to reach all learners. It also provides

evidence of what is happening in the classroom

during teaching and learning. (Participant 4)
From the above it is clear that formative assessment
was used to analyse the learners’ results in order to
improve teaching and learning, and to inform the
school how the curriculum can be improved. The
participants indicated that they assessed the learners
to evaluate their ability to learn according to a
particular method, assessed whether the learners
understood what was being taught, and checked the
extent to which a particular skill has been attained.

Discussion

The findings reveal that teachers used formative
assessment to determine learners’ knowledge and
evaluate learning at the end of the lesson. The
findings are in line with the first level of the
assessment theory, namely, reactions (Winfrey,
1999). Its main objective is to evaluate whether
learners perceived the instruction and training as
charming, fascinating, beneficial and appropriate to
their subject or programme. According to Johnson
(2024), the purpose of formative assessment is to
close the gap between where the learner is to where
they want to be. According to Sasser (2018),
formative assessment allows teachers to check for
understanding during the lesson instead of waiting
until the completion of the lesson to assess
learners’ learning.

The findings are confirmed by Adedoyin and
Chisiyanwa (2018), who indicate that formative
assessment of learners is used to assist and improve
learners’ learning and assists teachers in improving
their teaching, while assessment of learning is used
to grade and approve the learners’ academic
performance by measuring what and how much
learners have learnt. The findings also reveal that the
teachers used assessment to improve teaching and
learning, to make teaching and learning more
effective, to customise their teaching plans, and to
allow them to check learners’ performance, resulting
in decision-making about curriculum deliverance
and planning. This is confirmed by J Brown (1999)
who indicates that formative assessment refers to
helping learners develop during learning. The
findings reveal that the teachers always asked
learners questions while teaching. The aim with the
questions was to explore whether the learners
understood what the teacher was teaching.
Approximately five learners were allowed to answer
the question. If the answers were answered
incorrectly, the teacher provided the correct answer,
which supported the teacher in improving teaching.
The findings also reveal that the teacher expected the
learners to discuss what they had learnt during the
lesson. The teacher listened to the discussion and
corrected the learners where necessary. The
outcomes also reveal that one of the effective
assessment strategies and practices that primary
school teachers can implement to enhance effective
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instruction and learning is to give learners classwork
after each lesson. Meador (2017) asserts that
teachers who wuse regular, ongoing formative
assessment in their classrooms find that learner
engagement and learning increases and teachers are
able to use the data generated from formative
assessment to drive instructional changes for the
entire group and individual instruction.

The Formative Assessment Strategies and
Practices that are used by Primary School
Teachers to Facilitate Teaching and Learning

This theme was based on the second research
question: Which formative assessment strategies
and practices can primary school teachers use to
facilitate effective teaching and learning? The
findings of the study reveal that primary school
teachers used the formative assessment strategies,
practices and tools discussed below to improve
teaching and learning:

Asking questions while teaching

An analysis of the participants’ responses reveal that
one of the strategies of assessment was asking
questions while teaching, which is clear from the
following responses:

1 use formative assessment by asking the learners

questions while I am teaching them. I ask them the

questions to find out if they understand what I am
busy teaching them. I always take five answers

(Participant 1).

Formative assessment is used by asking learners

questions during my teaching. I don’t want to

continue teaching while they don 't understand me; 1

provide correct answers when they give me wrong

answers (Participant 3).

Formative assessment assists us to see whether the

learners understand what I am busy teaching them,

sometimes, I start the lesson again (Participant 4).
The above reveals that teachers used formative
assessment by asking learners questions while they
were teaching, provided learners with correct
answers when they provide incorrect answers and
repeated a lesson when the learners didn’t
understand.

An analysis of the participants’ responses also
reveal that discussion was one of the formative
assessment strategies used, which is clear from the
following responses:

1 use formative assessment by involving my learners

in discussions during the lesson. The learners enjoy

the discussions and understand what I am teaching

them (Participant 2).

One of the formative assessments I use is to engage

my learners in discussing what I am teaching. What

they discuss indicates what they understand about

the subject matter (Participant 3).

From the above it is clear that teachers involved the
learners in discussions during the lessons and their
discussion indicated that they understood what they
were learning.

Classwork
An analysis of the participants’ responses revealed
that classwork was another strategy of formative
assessment:
In all my lessons, I give learners classwork to see if
they understood what I have just taught them. The
questions are written on the board (Participant 1).
1 use classwork as a formative assessment to
discover if learners understood what I taught them
by writing down in their books (Participant 2).
At the end of each lesson, I write classwork
questions on the chalkboard. Classwork is my main
formative assessment because the learners show
their understanding by writing down the answers in
their books (Participant 3).
All of us use classwork as formative assessment to
determine how the learners understand the subject
matter presented during that period. My learners
enjoy classwork (Participant 4).
The above shows that the participants required of
learners to do classwork to determine whether they
understood what they were learning. Questions were
written on the chalkboard and the learners wrote the
answers in their books.

Homework and projects

The participants also revealed that homework and
projects was another strategy of formative
assessment:

1 like to give my learners homework and projects

because they respond to a topic based on a lesson 1

taught them. They do homework and projects as

formative assessments at home (Participant 2).

1 also use a special formative assessment called

‘project and homework.’ I give learners a topic for

the project and homework and give them 3 to 5 days

to complete it (Participant 4).

The above reveals that the teachers expected of
learners to do homework and projects at home as
formative assessment because they responded to a
topic based on a particular lesson.

These responses are related to the second level
of Kirkpatrick’s assessments theory, learning
(Kirkpatrick, 1996). The main purpose of Level 2 of
the assessment theory is to gauge each learner’s
learning grounded on whether learners can learn
intentional knowledge, skills, attitudes, convictions,
and dedication to learning (Kirkpatrick, 1996).

The Challenges Experienced by Teachers and
Learners in the Formative Assessment of Learners
This theme was based on the third research question:
“What challenges do teachers and learners
experience in the formative assessment of learners?”
We requested the participants to explain which
problems teachers and learners experienced in the
formative assessment of learners. The findings
reveal the following.

Learners do not understand questions because they
are not able to read questions effectively

An analysis of the participants’ responses revealed
that one of the challenges of formative assessment
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was that the learners did not understand the
questions because they were not able to read
questions effectively. The participants responded as
follows in this regard:
There are many challenges that I experience as a
teacher during the assessment of learners. Many
learners struggle to complete their tasks in the
stipulated time. Learners are not able to read with
comprehension and struggle to follow the
instructions or interpret the questions correctly.
(Participant 1)
My challenge is that learners are not able to read
questions with understanding. Learners are lacking
in terms of reading with understanding. Learners’
performance differs to such an extent that one
cannot believe that learners were taught in one class
by one educator,; some learners are performing well
while others are doing badly. Some learners can
answer oral questions than written questions
because they are not able to read with
comprehension. (Participant 4)
The findings reveal that learners were not able to
read questions with understanding which forced
them to provide irrelevant responses which also
resulted in learners struggling to complete the tasks
in the stipulated time.

A lack of resources and insufficient time
An analysis of the participants’ responses also reveal
that one of the challenges of formative assessment
was a lack of resources and insufficient time. The
participants responded as follows:
Many learners struggle to complete their tasks in
stipulated time (Participant 1).
No, I do not have sufficient time; I assess learners
during the presentation of the lesson whereby 1
assess them orally and give them activities and
classwork. I do not have time to use different types
of assessments because I have a lot of work to cover.
(Participant 2)
My challenge is the lack of resources or textbooks
or teaching aids, but our principal fights to provide
it by borrowing or asking from nearby schools
(Participant 3).
The above reveal that the teachers did not have
sufficient time to assist the learners because they had
a lot of work to do. Another challenge was a lack of
teaching and learning resources like textbooks and
teaching and learning aids.

Some learners do not do their homework and
projects
The participants indicated that the learners did not
do their homework and projects.
I am worried because I have learners who don’’t like
to do homework and projects and those learners
always fail tests (Participant 1).
One of my main challenges of formative assessment
is that there are learners who always fail to do their
homework and I always punish them. I don’t think
they understand what [ am teaching them
(Participant 2).
The above reveal that learners did not do their
homework and projects.

The findings reveal that teachers were
experiencing challenges while they taught. These
challenges were that some learners did not do their
homework and projects, a lack of resources and
insufficient time, and learners who did not
understand the questions. These challenges are in
line with the assessment theory. According to
Level 2 of the assessment theory, the aim of
formative assessment is to gauge each learner’s
learning on whether learners can learn intentional
knowledge, skills, attitudes, convictions, and
dedication to learning (Kirkpatrick, 1996). At this
level, the assessor (teacher) wishes to explore how
learners have developed and whether they had
experienced challenges. According to the
assessment theory, assessment at this stage involves
evaluating the degree to which learners have
improved their knowledge and skills (Kirkpatrick,
1996).

The Benefits of Using Formative Assessments in
Primary Schools

This theme is based on the fourth research question:
What are the benefits of using formative
assessments in primary schools? We requested the
participants to explain the benefits of using
formative assessments in primary schools. The
findings reveal the following.

Formative assessment helps teachers to collect
information which indicates learners’ needs
An analysis of the participants’ responses reveal that
formative assessment assisted teachers to
understand the learners’ needs.
Using formative assessment assist me to see what
the learners don’t understand and how I must assist
them (Participant 1).
The important benefit of using formative assessment
is that it assists me to see what the learners want me
to assist them (Participant 2).
Formative assessment assists me to see how the
learners want me to assist them to be successful
(Participant 3).
The participants revealed that formative assessment
assisted them to understand what the learners didn’t
understand in order to take remedial action.

Formative assessment improves the academic
performance of learners
An analysis of the participants’ responses revealed
that formative assessment improved the learners’
academic performance.
Formative assessment is very important because it
promotes the academic achievement of our learners
(Participant 1).
The important benefit of formative assessment is
that it improves the academic performance of
learners (Participant 2).
Yes, the important benefit of formative assessment is
that it assist learners to improve their achievement
at school (Participant 3).



16 Ngamba, Lumadi

Formative assessment is the best strategy of
improving the achievement of learners at our school
(Participant 4).
The above quotes from teachers indicate that the
important benefit of using formative assessment was
to improve their learners’ academic achievement so
that they could be promoted to progress to the next
grade.

The findings reveal significant benefits of
formative assessment, namely, assisting teachers to
collect information on learner needs and improving
learners’ academic performance. Kirkpatrick’s
assessment theory creates a practical evaluation
framework to explicitly outline the aim of assessing
and identify areas of significant impact (Winfrey,
1999).

According to Level 3 of Kirkpatrick’s
assessment theory, it is not enough to learn
something but fail to apply it to change their
behaviour. At Level 3 of Kirkpatrick’s assessment
theory the learners’ learning is evaluated to
determine whether they were implementing the
knowledge and skills that they had learnt
(Kirkpatrick, 1996). Trumbull and Lash (2013)
suggest that formative assessment enables learners
to take responsibility for their learning by
understanding its purpose of improving their
performance. This view is confirmed by Voinea
(2018), who asserts that the role of formative
assessment is to gather evidence about the learner’s
learning progress to assist them to reach their full
potential.

Summary of Findings

The findings reveal that teachers used formative
assessment to determine the learners’ knowledge
and evaluate learning at the end of the lesson. The
participants indicated that they assessed the learners
to evaluate their ability to learn in a particular way,
assess whether they understood what they had been
taught that day, and checked the extent to which a
particular skill had been attained. The findings agree
with those by Adedoyin and Chisiyanwa (2018) who
indicate that formative assessment is used to assist
and improve learners’ learning and to assist teachers
in improving their teaching. Assessment of learning
is used to grade and approve the learners’ academic
performance by measuring what and how much the
learners had learnt. The participants also indicated
that they used formative assessment to identify
problem areas, to identify learners with learning
barriers in order to assist them, to develop methods
to address problems, implement remedial work and
inform decision-making, adjustment methods, and
planning of future lessons. The findings also reveal
that the teachers used assessment to improve
teaching and learning, customise their teaching
plans, and allow teachers to check learners’
performance, resulting in decision-making about
curriculum deliverance and planning. J Brown

(1999) confirms that the concept of formative
assessment refers to helping learners to develop
during learning. The findings reveal that the teachers
always asked learners questions while teaching. The
aim with the questions was to explore the learners’
understanding of what the teacher was teaching.
About five learners were allowed to answer each
question. The teachers corrected incorrect answers
to improve their teaching. The findings also reveal
that after presenting a lesson, the teacher expected
of learners to discuss what they had learnt. The
teacher listened to the discussion and corrected the
learners where necessary. The outcomes also reveal
that one of the effective assessment strategies and
practices that primary school teachers can
implement to enhance effective instruction and
learning is to give classwork after each lesson.
Classwork is another form of formative assessment
which explores whether the learners understood the
lesson and indicated to the teacher whether the
lesson needed to be repeated or not. The findings
also reveal that after presenting lessons, the teachers
wrote some questions on the chalkboard and
instructed the learners to answer the questions
quickly and also to respond to certain questions as
homework. Homework is very important as it forces
learners to study the content of the lesson at home,
thus expanding their understanding of the content.
The findings also reveal that the teachers instructed
learners to do certain projects at home to improve
their understanding of the subject matter presented.
The findings also reveal that learners were unable to
answer the questions correctly because they were
not able to read with comprehension and struggled
to follow the instructions or interpret the questions.
According to Jones (2014), reading and writing
skills in English First Additional Language is a
universal problem because many learners struggle to
understand the questions. The outcomes of our study
also reveal that many learners struggled to complete
their tasks within the stipulated time due to lack of
resources. The findings also reveal that not all
learners did their homework and projects, which
negatively impacted on their academic performance.
The teachers always punished the learners who did
not do their homework and projects.

The findings of this study will assist the
government and teachers to design effective
formative assessment practices, strategies and tools
to improve learners’ academic performance. In our
observation of four teachers, we discovered that the
teachers conducted formative assessment during
lesson presentation. Lastly, the findings reveal that
many teachers were experiencing challenges in
implementing learner assessment. We
recommended that instructional leaders should
improve the formative assessment of learners by
arranging professional development sessions and
assisting teachers in designing assessment practices,
strategies and tools.



South African Journal of Education, Volume 45, Number 3, August 2025 17

Conclusion

With this study we aimed to identify and understand
formative assessment tools, strategies and practices
used by primary school teachers in enhancing
effective teaching and learning in the Groot Letaba
and Shamavunga circuits of the Mopani district in
the Limpopo province of South Africa. This study
was based on the assessment theory, constructivist
paradigm, phenomenological design, and qualitative
research approach. The population of this study were
teachers from two selected schools from the circuits
indicated above. Purposive sampling was
implemented to select the four research participants
from two schools.

Individual interviews were used to answers to
the research questions. We also conducted
observations of two teachers at Schools A and B to
see how they implemented formative assessment.
The primary findings of this study addressed the
research questions. Moreover, the findings reveal
the aims and benefits of using formative assessments
in primary schools, the formative assessment
strategies and practices used by primary school
teachers to improve teaching and learning, and the
challenges experienced by teachers and learners in
the formative assessment of learners.

We believe that the findings of the study will
contribute to improving teaching, learning,
assessment, and the academic performance of
learners. We also believe that the topic of the study,
will garner attention from global scholars to acquire
more knowledge and skills in designing new
formative assessment practices, strategies and tools.
The findings of this research will assist
policymakers in formulating policies and
developing a framework for improving assessment
in schools. The findings of this study will also shed
light on what is expected of teachers to improve their
teaching.
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