
The use of regular checkpoints on pupils’ attainment of pre-determined Success 
Criteria.  
 
Megan McKenna 

Group 1E 
 
Rationale  
 
Education specialist Dylan Wiliam has persistently highlighted the detrimental effects of 
disengagement within the classroom. In an effort to combat this he developed formative 
assessment techniques to improve engagement and attainment. (Wiliam, 1998) 
Disengagement can occur for a number of different reasons for learners. However, a common 
factor leading to disengagement is the lack of opportunities within lessons for learners to 
recognise and assess progress made. (Andrade, 2009) Accordingly, learners cannot 
effectively regulate their learning or attainment. In order to support learners in this process of 
self-regulation teachers must effectively embed Assessment is for Learning (AiFL) 
techniques - such as self-assessment - within lessons.  This will enhance the learners’ ability 
to reflect on their progress and provide teachers with insight into their learners’ current 
understanding before progression is made, ensuring success can be both visualised and 
achieved. Furthermore, if said techniques are embedded effectively, teachers can evaluate the 
impact of their practice from the learners’ perspective thus are more informed in their ability 
to increase attainment and engagement within their classroom. (Hattie, 2009).  

‘Know thy impact’ is a practice introduced by education researcher John Hattie in his book, 
Visible Learning. (Hattie, 2009) In order for educators to truly understand the impact of their 
teaching and learning practice they must ask the experts – no not the PT, DHT or HT – the 
learners, those who experience the delivery of teaching and learning every day! So how do 
you ask the learners if you are meeting their needs? Hattie conducted a meta-analysis of 
around 800 other meta-analyses to come up with a ranked list of the effects of learning and 
teaching and pupil influences on achievement. It was found that self-assessment was one of 
the effective qualities in making learning visible for learners. Constructing opportunities to 
visualise the learning, and subsequent progress, through the learners’ eyes is essential to 
increasing attainment and checkpoints could arguably provide this opportunity. (Hattie, 2009) 
Consequently, it seemed appropriate to explore the incorporation of regular checkpoints 
within lessons as a method of providing meaningful self-assessment and to check for 
understanding in learner attainment of pre-determined success criteria.  

Aims 

Our primary aim is to explore what happens when the success criteria is made more visible to 
learners within the lesson - through the use of incorporating regular checkpoints.  

Our secondary aim is to understand if learners engage well with the introduction of regular 
checkpoints during learning. The hope was that learners would be receptive to this checkpoint 
in order for it to effectively enhance their learning experience. 

Methodology  
 
The following enquiry was conducted with a mixed ability S1 drama class. Within the class 
there are usually 16 learners. This enquiry involved a six-week, two-step intervention in order 
to compare data of lessons with and without checkpoints.  



 
The intervention took place mid-way through the lesson. The activity took the form of a small 
slip using thumbs as an indication of learners’ evaluation of their progress / understanding of 
the success criteria. (See Appendix A)  
 
Each option on the slip was explained to mean the following: 
 

• Thumbs Up = I understand today’s success criteria and I am progressing well to 
achieve this. 

• Thumbs Neutral = I think I understand today’s success criteria and will continue to 
work hard to achieve this. 

• Thumbs Down = I am unsure about today’s Success Criteria and need some support 
to help me achieve this. 

 
In the first intervention (weeks 1 - 3) learners were asked in the plenary to indicate their 
understanding of their progress by picking a thumb which corresponded to their evaluation 
and explaining why they made this choice to represent their understanding of the lesson’s 
success criteria. In the second intervention period of enquiry (weeks 4 - 6) the learners were 
asked midway through the lesson to complete a checkpoint - the same reflective activity as 
above. This was then completed for a second time at the end of the lesson giving learners an 
informed opportunity to rethink / re-evaluate their progress and understanding and allowed 
the teacher to provide appropriate support.  
 
In order to ensure learners honestly and accurately reflected on their progress and 
understanding of the success criteria they completed the task as individuals and not in a group 
setting.  
 
Findings  
 
The following table highlights data produced both with and without checkpoints included in 
lessons. 

 
 
Weeks 1 - 3. No Checkpoint. 
From observations and analysis of the plenary intervention data it is evident that learners 
were more likely to put a thumbs up than neutral or down by the end of the lesson when 
asked to reflect and assess their understanding of the success criteria and their progress in 
achieving this. What cannot be determined by the thumb response alone however is the 
accuracy of this response.   



Subsequent analysis of the learners’ explanation of why they felt this way was more 
significant. In the plenary activity, on the whole, the learners’ self-evaluation did not always 
fully demonstrate a secure understanding of the success criteria to support their choice of 
thumb. In addition, from teacher observations of progress made within the lesson, it would be 
of their professional judgement that a significant number of learners did not evaluate and 
assess their progress and understanding accurately. 
 
Weeks 4-6. Added Checkpoint. 
 
The analysis of the data which included the use of the checkpoint intervention demonstrates 
that as the weeks progressed fewer learners chose to select the thumbs up to indicate their 
understanding of the success criteria. This finding could indicate two outcomes of the 
enquiry. The first could be that the learners were facing increasing challenge as the unit of 
work progressed and therefore their choice of thumb was an accurate representation of the 
increase in challenge. The second outcome could indicate that with the use of checkpoints 
within a lesson, learners were more informed by the end of the lesson and used the evaluation 
activity more accurately.  

The second outcome is arguably supported by the learner responses within the explanation 
section of the checkpoint activity. With the inclusion of checkpoints learners’ self-evaluation 
generally reflected more accurately on their understanding as demonstrated in their 
progression in class and reinforced by the teacher’s observation. This arguably would 
indicate a correlation between learners’ self-assessment and their genuine understanding of 
the success criteria, and their progress made to achieve this. 

Conclusions  
 
At the end of the six-week enquiry there were a number of conclusions that could be drawn.  
 
In terms of positive engagement all learners completed both the plenary and checkpoint 
activities. In order to understand this engagement, it is essential that the learners were given 
the opportunity to voice their opinion as to whether they felt the checkpoints were beneficial 
to assisting their understanding and attainment of the lesson’s success criteria. Out of 16 
pupils, 11 preferred lessons with checkpoints than those without. Out of those 11, 8 did 
indicate that at times - although helpful - the checkpoints interrupted the lesson – particularly 
during lessons focused on devising. 4 pupils felt that they preferred lessons without 
checkpoints and 1 was indifferent. Of the 4 pupils who preferred no checkpoints, 3 also 
regularly selected the thumbs up during both non-checkpoint and checkpoint lessons and as 
such it could be argued that they in fact did not fully assess their progress accurately.  
 
Nevertheless, engagement in the reflection activity and checkpoints were not completed 
eagerly in all lessons. In weeks 3 and 6 learner engagement became noticeably lacklustre as 
learners completed the same activity each lesson. Usual practice for this class is to have 
varied and active plenary activities and so this may be a possible cause of this response. In 
addition, some checkpoints were more meaningful to the learners than others. Checkpoints 
incorporated in rehearsal-based lessons were effective in ensuring the learners were staying 
focused on the success criteria as they could use this as both a reminder and as a performance 
checklist. Checkpoints incorporated in lessons introducing new skills were less impactful as 
learners were not yet familiar enough with these to consider themselves achieving 
successfully. Finally, checkpoints did not always seem appropriate within the lesson timings 



and therefore had to be embedded appropriately meaning it did not always work to carry out 
the checkpoint within the middle of the lesson. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
The investigation of checkpoint effectiveness would benefit from being undertaken over an 
extended period of time. Applying this type of intervention at the beginning of the academic 
year would encourage learners to regulate their learning and develop the ability to assess their 
progress accurately. In order to develop my practice of learning and teaching I will continue 
to implement checkpoints within appropriate lessons for the remainder of the year. 
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