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Abstract
Blended learning at Barker aims to support and strengthen existing and emerging
teaching and learning strategies across the school. This paper explores the way one
such strategy, formative assessment, has been strengthened using Canvas and blended
learning approaches by examining one way it is being used in a Year 8 Music class. The
use of formative assessment data being captured on Canvas provided teachers involved
with more accurate data on the skill and content development of each student in the class.
This in turn opens avenues for personalisation and differentiation of content, a particularly
pertinent point as the school moves towards a fully coeducational environment.

Key Terms
Blended learning
A student-centred approach to education, where online and face-to-face interactions are used
to give students a more personalised learning experience.
Formative assessment
A term given to a board range of strategies that uses assessment for learning.
Student-centred

learning

A broad-ranging pedagogical approach, grounded in constructivism, that includes ideas of
personal growth, consciousness raising, and student empowerment.

Body
Introduction
Blended learning at Barker College is approaching the end of the third year of implementation.
The concept of blended learning is seen as a set of strategies that leverage the best elements
of face-to-face and online learning to provide students with a personalised and learnercentred environment (Stewart, Temle tt, Mifsud, & Harmon 2017). The learner-centred approach
is grounded in constructivist theory, where learners build on prior knowledge by engaging
in purposeful, active learning and sense-making (Perkins 1999). A deeper exploration of this
approach reveals strong associations to ideas of consciousness raising, personal growth and
empowerment (Tangney 2014). This is the reason why blended learning complements other
learner-centred approaches, such as the Guided Inquiry Design (Longney & Mifsud 2018)
and formative assessment strategies (Atkinson & Lim 2013; Lawton et al. 2012). In the case of
formative assessment, the association with growth and development can be found in the root
of the word itself.

In the Ancient Greek Philosophy, the word form meant, in the first instance, an inner
forming activity which is the cause of the growth of things, and of the development and
differentiation of their various essential forms. (Bohm 2005, p. 15)
This paper seeks to build on an emerging body of literature by drawing blended learning and
formative assessment strategies together, illustrated through an action research case study
on a Year 8 mandatory Music class. The aim is to examine the way formative assessment
delivered through blended learning environments can open powerful opportunities for
personalisation and differentiation. These aims are important in any educational context,
but should be given increased attention as the school transitions to a fully coeducational
environment.
Assessment
As a teacher, I make use of two primary instruments of assessment:
•

summative assessment: an assessment of learning, and

•

formative assessment: an assessment for learning.

Both forms are valuable. The former in providing concrete goal posts at strategically
determined points throughout a course. The latter in guiding and adjusting learning
appropriately for each student. Currently, all Stage 4 teachers are aided by the use of a
rubric that breaks down key progress markers in each subject area. In Music, students are
introduced to the following four areas:
•

Performance

•

Composition

•

Listening

•

Writing.

These four elements form the four outcomes on our Stage 4 formative assessment standards
demonstrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Year 8 Music Standards for each of the four outcomes (Performing, Composing, Listening and Writing).

Method
The Canvas learning management system (LMS) acted as the platform to support formative
assessment. While Canvas is primarily used to provide students with a structured sequence
of teaching and learning activities, the strategy put forward in this study shifts the focus
of Canvas into an assessment engine, particularly aiding the capturing and accessing of
formative assessment data.
The first step was to import the Music standards criteria into the Outcomes area in my Year
8 Canvas course. Figure 2 shows the way I created a separate outcome for each standard,
added the detail for each marker, and finally set the mastery level at 3. This means that
students that are achieving a mark of 3 (or sound) will be given the feedback that they are
achieving that particular outcome.

Figure 2: Outcomes in Canvas

The next step was to attach one or more outcomes (such as composing) to related learning
tasks in Canvas. For example, when students were working on composition style activities,
the composition outcome would be added to the task (see Figure 3). This process was
repeated at strategic moments throughout the semester, with each outcome deliberately
assessed three to four times on average throughout the semester. The advantage of using
outcomes in Canvas was that each outcome feeds into a larger data engine that allows
teachers to see results in a snapshot, or as an unfolding story of growth throughout a topic.

Figure 3: Attaching an outcome to a task

Data analysis
Data for this study was generated from two main sources:
1.

Student outcome data was captured through the Canvas learning mastery tools.
Data was categorised into three categories, seen in Table 1.

2.

Qualitative data was sourced through personal notes and reflections gathered
throughout Semester 1. This journal included a number of conversations held with
students in my class, allowing me to include student voice in my research.

Growth

Student outcome data showed an overall growth over a semester.

Stagnation

Student outcome data showed little change over the course of a semester.

Decline

Student outcome data showed a downwards trend in results.

Table 1: Categorisation of outcome data

Findings
The ability to view whole class snap-shot data provided opportunities for me to easily institute
differentiated learning activities. Figure 4 is a screen-capture of the outcome data available to
the teacher as a snapshot of current student attainment. Each column in the table represents
the four formative assessment outcomes, and each row represents a student in the class
(these have been edited out for anonymity). This view can be generated at any time to
show the students’ current level of attainment based on a combination of their most recent
formative assessments.
Colour-coding is used to highlight students that are finding the work difficult (red), are
making progress (yellow), and those that can be extended (green). Having access to this
data first presented opportunities to personalise and differentiate work. A typical process
would be to call together all students in the red zone to spend a portion of a lesson working
one-on-one with me, allow yellow zone students to continue with a sequence of activities on
Canvas, and provide the same activity with an added challenge for the green zone students.
The yellow zone was considered to represent the right mixture of comfort and challenge
that forms an ideal learning environment. The added challenge for green zone students
was to attempt to also bring them back into that environment. Students enjoyed this form of
differentiation as the groups were flexible and formed to meet the needs of each student at
each stage of the course.

Figure 4: Colour-coded class outcome attainment at a snapshot in time

Once a base-line state is established through the first assessments of each criteria,
subsequent instances of formative assessment tasks reveal either growth, stagnation or
decline in ability. Of the 20 students in this particular class, I was able to identify 69 individual
data points where students’ progress indicators either improved, declined or did not change
per outcome, over the course of a unit. Overwhelmingly, individual student outcome reports
were able to illustrate a growth in outcomes in 82.6% of cases. Stagnation, where students’
skills were recognised as neither growing or declining contributed 15.9% of the data, and
there was only one instance of decline (1.4%).
Discussion
Throughout the semester, it became clear that both growth and decline play important roles.
Growth is important for students who begin their learning at the elementary level and work
to improve their skills. Conversely, students who already demonstrate an understanding of
the content should be given additional work to provide stimulation and challenge.
This raises a number of important points. First, the yellow portion of the outcome grid
represents a powerful learning-state. Students in this zone display a level of both discomfort
and challenge. Their assumptions and processes are questioned and this in turn leads to
break-throughs. The green zone represents activities that serve to support or confirm student
understanding and assumptions. While achieving in this zone should be the goal of the
student, the teacher must ensure that the student does not reside in this zone permanently,
as her or his learning is essentially put on hold. The red zone therefore represents skills
where the student does not yet possess a firm grasp of the concepts or skills. This is an
indication to the teacher that the student has not yet developed the fundamental tools
needed to successfully complete the learning activity.
This leads to the second understanding, that after students have demonstrated proficiency
in a particular outcome, the teacher should shift towards providing additional challenges, or
applying the outcome in new contexts. In essence, the student should be taken back to the
learning state to provide a renewed sense of challenge.
Another issues presents itself when students are stuck in stagnation for a long period of
time throughout a topic. Stagnation in any of the zones should raise concern. Students
who stagnate in the green zone may not experience activities that provide any real
challenge. Students stagnant in the yellow zone might not experience any growth or sense
of accomplishment in their activities. Students stagnant in the red zone may start to give up
due to a prolonged period with a lack of understanding.
Finally, the case of rapid growth or decline should also be monitored. In the case of rapid
growth, this may indicate that the student has increased their effort, or made a break through
that should be celebrated. Figure 5 shows one such story of a student who commenced the
year demonstrating relatively weaker listening skills, only to make considerable improvements
throughout the semester, ending with strong results in the final assessment. In the case of
rapid decline, this may indicate a significant gap in student understanding, but might also
point towards issues regarding the personal wellbeing of the particular student.

Figure 5: An example of growth visualisation throughout a semester of work

Model
The findings that emerged through this research project can be summarised through the
use of the following theoretical model (see Figure 6). The model demonstrates the ideal
progression of students throughout a unit of study, beginning with a movement out of the
discomfort zone, towards a zone where there is a right balance of challenge and comfort,
and finishing in the mastery zone before the process begins again. The progression shows
the importance of ensuring that students move through the different zones, achieving a
constant growth and rebirth.

Figure 6: Theoretical model of student movement through formative assessment outcomes

Conclusion
As the classroom teacher, these individual student reports were highly accessible and were
able to tell a more compelling story about each student’s journey than one might find in
a standard mark book. The data began to illustrate instances of breakthrough learning
moments, of perseverance, or of the importance of providing the right amount of support
and challenge to each student. As coeducation provides more diversity in our learning
environment, this approach to formative assessment will provide teachers with the ability to
create learning experiences that inspire every student, every day.
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