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Rationale 
We start from the self-evident position that the sharing of success criteria is crucial to pupil 
attainment (Crichton & McDaid 2015). For pupils to know that their work is meeting the 
required standard they must know what the required standard looks like. The Assessment is 
for Learning (AifL) approach reinforces this point, by arguing that the sharing of success 
criteria is crucial if pupils are to measure their work (Dyer 2018). Yet, beyond this there is a 
growing feeling that – whilst important – learning intentions and success criteria are not 
widely discussed in the classroom, at least not after their initial discussion (Crichton & 
McDaid 2015). If we accept both these points to be true it raises the question: would 
checking in on pupils in relation to success criteria have any bearing on their attainment? 
 
 Teachers understand the importance of learning intentions and success criteria and to an 
extent pupils do as well, but pupils have expressed their frustration at the almost tokenistic 
way success criteria is discussed (Crichton & McDaid 2015). Dyer (2018) argues that success 
criteria should be ‘referred to constantly by students’ yet it would seem that this advice is not 
being followed.  
 
In Scotland AifL is seen as the cornerstone of formative assessment techniques (Crichton & 
McDaid 2015) and the use of AifL techniques has – as a result – become policy for Scotland 
(Education Scotland 2009). The same documents argue that the sharing of learning intentions 
and success criteria are crucial to involving pupils in their own learning and argue that check-
ins should be conducted at the end of a lesson to allow teachers the opportunity to reflect on 
their practice and assess if the aims of the lesson have been met. However, based on the same 
study by Crichton and McDaid (2015) it quickly becomes apparent that this may have a 
tokenistic side to it and further enquiry may be needed to assess the value of check-ins where 
possible.  
 
It follows then that measuring the effects of regular check-ins is a valuable topic for 
discussion.   
 
Aims 
This enquiry aims to understand the effects of using regular check-ins on success criteria. It is 
based on the belief purported by Dyer (2018) that success criteria should be referred to 
‘constantly’. The enquiry aims to understand if there are any effects - at all - of making these 



	

check-in regular, whether positive or deleterious. It is expected that the use of check-ins 
should aid pupils in their confidence in attaining the success criteria.   
 
Methodology  
A small secondary 5 class preparing for their National 5 English exam was chosen for this 
enquiry. The class is largely mixed ability and contains a cohort of 15 pupils when the class is 
at full size. The enquiry took place over a period of 4 weeks. At the beginning of each week 
pupils were presented with Success Criteria based on marker instructions (MI’s) taken from 
the SQA, at the end of each week pupils were asked to rank their confidence levels in (red to 
green) for each of the success criteria on an exit pass. 
 
Week 1: 
Pupils were asked to rank their confidence levels based on a series of lessons designed to 
improve their ability to show familiarity with a text. Pupils were asked to mark their 
confidence on all levels of the success criteria – not just the success criteria relevant to that 
week’s lessons. 
 
Week 2: 
Pupils were asked to rank their confidence against the three levels of success criteria. Week 
2’s lessons focussed on improving their ability to write analytical elements to critical essays. 
 
Week 3: 
Pupils were asked to rank their confidence against the three levels of success criteria. Week 3 
focussed on improving the pupils’ ability to articulate an evaluative stance in relation to a 
critical essay.   
 
Week 4: 
At this stage pupils had completed their own critical essays and were asked to mark their 
confidence levels on exit cards. This time pupils were asked to consider their confidence 
levels in the context of writing a complete critical essay independently. 
 
Findings 
The check-ins were very useful in ascertaining pupil confidence in relation to success criteria. 
Pupils were initially much more likely to rank their confidence quite low – regardless of 
previous performance on a similar task. Pupils expressed a growth in confidence over the 4-
week period with all pupils reporting an overall increase of confidence by the end of the 
sequence.  
 
Week 1 – 4 showed that all pupils (100%) recorded an increase in confidence of at least 1 
point (red – amber, amber – green) with 40% (6 pupils) recording a red to green increase in 
confidence levels.  
 



	

However, week to week findings were much more varied. Pupils – at the end of a week – 
were much more likely to rank the following week’s success criteria down. Pupils who 
ranked themselves as green in week 1 were more likely to mark their confidence relating to 
next week’s success criteria as amber. However, pupils who had marked themselves as amber 
in week 1 were unlikely to report a change. This can largely be attributed to overconfidence 
in an area which would have been tempered following intensive lessons on critical essays. 
That is pupils were more likely to be reflective on their own areas for improvement when 
they had seen the level of work that would be required of them  
The anomalous aspect of this enquiry seemed to only be prevalent from week 1 into week 2. 
From week 2 into week 3 most recorded improvement across all areas.  
 
At the study’s end pupils were all capable of producing critical essays which met the 
minimum requirement detailed in the success criteria. It is impossible to say with certainty 
however that this was due to the check-ins. However, it seems reasonable to suggest that 
check-ins were – at the very least – useful in gauging pupil confidence. The pupils in this 
class have previously had a sequence of lessons focussing on writing critical essays and so 
had some experience in this area and as such were not expected to be unconfident – as 
expected most pupils did not score themselves as red for any of the success criteria.  
 
It should also be noted that Dyer’s (2018) assertion seems to have been vindicated – pupils 
engaged far more with the work required of them when they were asked to focus on specific 
aspects of the success criteria. Pupils were able to focus their efforts into specific areas for 
improvement using this technique.  
 
Conclusions  
The introduction of regular check-ins appears to have had a positive bearing on pupil 
confidence in producing a piece of work independently. However, it should be noted that the 
evidence provided from this enquiry does not quite lend itself to the assertion that regular 
check-ins have an overall bearing on attainment. There was an improvement in the output of 
work produced by the pupils however, these improvements followed a week of intensive 
lessons focussing on a single subject. This raises the question: was the improvement in work 
due to the use of check-ins or simply due to the intensive nature of the lessons in question. 
Based on the work of Dyer (2018) it would be reasonable to conclude the use of check-ins 
does provide focus for both teachers and learners in aiming towards a specific goal.  
 
The increase in confidence is noteworthy however, pupil confidence in an area can lead to 
increased academic success (Murphy, 2013). Therefore, whilst it is impossible to say with 
certainty that improvement in work was solely due to the nature of the check-ins we can 
reasonably conclude that regular check-ins are a useful exercise in measuring pupil 
confidence. If we are to create confident pupils we may create pupils who are more likely to 
success academically.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  



	

 
This enquiry – whilst not definitively answering the question posed – has raised many other 
opportunities. In my own observations pupils engaged more with the work when they had a 
specific point of focus and their improvements in singular areas was easier to note after a 
week of intensive lessons. The use of exit cards as a regular check-in was also welcomed by 
pupils who were generally keen to share their confidence (or lack thereof) in specific areas. 
Pupils generally reported feeling more involved with the work and as stated above an 
increase in confidence for pupils is not something to be disregarded out of hands. This 
strategy is a useful one for future practice as it allowed me to tailor future lessons to the needs 
of the learners involved. The methodology also lends itself to future enquiry where a specific 
focus could be placed on attainment rather than sharing focus (and perhaps skewing results) 
with pupil confidence.  
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