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Abstract 

This article examines the theoretical foundations of Assessment for Learning 

(AfL) in higher education. It highlights the need to move from traditional 

assessment of learning outcomes toward assessment practices aimed at 

supporting and enhancing the learning process. The study discusses the core 

principles of AfL, including formative assessment, effective feedback and 

students’ active involvement in assessment. The theoretical framework of the 

article is based on the works of Wiliam (2011) and Flórez and Sammons (2013). 

The paper explores the role of assessment aimed at supporting learning in 

improving teaching and learning and its implications for the development of 

assessment criteria. The findings of the study provide a theoretical basis for 

improving assessment practices in higher education. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, the role of assessment in higher education has changed 

significantly. Assessment is no longer seen only as a tool for measuring final 

achievement but as an important component of the teaching and learning process. 

As higher education increasingly focuses on learning quality and the development 

of competencies, assessment has become central to supporting effective learning. 

Traditional summative assessment has several limitations. It mainly focuses on 

grading at the end of instruction and often provides limited feedback for 
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improvement. As a result, it does not always support students’ learning or guide 

teaching practices. These limitations have led to growing interest in alternative 

assessment approaches. 

Assessment for Learning (AfL) has emerged as a response to these challenges. 

AfL uses assessment to support learning through formative practices, clear 

criteria, effective feedback and active student involvement. Research suggests 

that AfL can improve learning effectiveness, increase student engagement and 

enhance fairness and transparency in assessment.  

Despite its growing recognition, important gaps remain in the literature. Much of 

the research on AfL focuses on school education, while its theoretical 

implications for assessment criteria in higher education are less clearly 

articulated. There is also a need for clearer theoretical analysis of how AfL 

principles can be integrated into higher education assessment systems. 

The aim of this article is to examine the theoretical foundations of Assessment 

for Learning in higher education and to explore its implications for teaching, 

learning and assessment criteria. The study addresses the following research 

questions: What is Assessment for Learning? What are its core principles? How 

does Assessment for Learning influence learning outcomes and assessment 

practices in higher education? This article contributes by providing a focused 

theoretical overview of AfL and by linking its principles to assessment criteria in 

higher education.  

 

Literature review:  

Assessment for Learning (AfL) is an assessment approach that aims to support 

and improve learning during the learning process rather than evaluate final 

outcomes. D. Wiliam (2011) defines AfL as the systematic use of evidence about 

student learning to inform teaching and help learners understand how to 

improve1. Unlike assessment of learning, which is summative and focused on 

grading, AfL is formative and integrated into everyday teaching. While 

assessment as learning emphasizes learner self-regulation, AfL places stronger 

emphasis on the interaction between teachers, students and feedback. According 

to D. Wiliam (2011), AfL should be understood as a process rather than a set of 

 
1 Wiliam D. (2011). What is assessment for learning? Studies in Educational Evaluation, 37(1), 3-14. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2011.03.001 
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tools. Its effectiveness depends on how assessment information is used to adapt 

instruction. Feedback plays a central role and should guide learners toward 

improvement rather than judgment. D. Wiliam (2011) also highlights the 

importance of student involvement in assessment and stresses that teachers need 

strong assessment literacy to implement AfL effectively. 

M. Flórez and P. Sammons (2013) examine the impact of AfL and report positive 

effects on student achievement, motivation and classroom interaction when AfL 

is applied consistently2. They note that effective implementation requires 

teachers’ clear understanding of AfL principles and supportive educational 

contexts. However, they also identify challenges, including superficial use of 

formative assessment and limited teacher training. 

Together, these studies show that AfL is most effective when embedded in 

teaching and learning processes. D. Wiliam (2011) provides a strong theoretical 

explanation of AfL, while M. Flórez and P. Sammons (2013) and N. Barootchi 

and M. Keshavarz (2002) demonstrate its impact in practice. Nevertheless, the 

literature gives limited attention to how AfL principles can inform the 

development of assessment criteria in higher education, indicating a clear need 

for further theoretical analysis in this area. 

 

Research methods:  

This study is theoretical research that examines Assessment for Learning (AfL) 

in global education. A qualitative research design was employed, which involved 

studying and analyzing existing academic literature rather than collecting new 

primary data. The aim of this approach is to understand how AfL has been 

investigated, the methodological approaches applied in previous studies and the 

ways in which different research designs address the topic. 

The selection of sources followed clear criteria. Only peer-reviewed journal 

articles, systematic reviews, meta-analyses and theoretical papers were included. 

Sources were chosen based on their relevance to AfL in higher education, the 

academic quality of the publication and the clarity of methodological reporting. 

Studies that were outdated, irrelevant or lacking sufficient methodological detail 

were excluded. This process ensured a reliable and focused sample of high-

quality literature. The analysis was conducted using comparison and thematic 

 
2 Flórez M. T. & Sammons P. (2013). Assessment for learning: Effects and impact. CfBT Education Trust. -B.8. 
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analysis. Methodological approaches, research designs and data collection 

strategies were compared across the selected studies. Common patterns, recurring 

strategies and methodological frameworks were identified. The focus of the 

analysis was on research methods, rather than the results or outcomes of the 

studies, to provide a clear understanding of how AfL research has been conducted. 

Some limitations of this approach are acknowledged. As the study relies solely 

on secondary sources, it does not include primary data collection. Additionally, 

the focus on English-language publications may limit the representation of 

research conducted in other languages. Despite these limitations, this method 

provides a detailed and systematic overview of AfL research methods and offers 

a solid foundation for further theoretical and practical discussions in higher 

education. 

 

Results 

The results of this theoretical study are based on a systematic analysis of key 

academic sources on Assessment for Learning (AfL), with particular attention to 

D. Wiliam (2011) and M. Flórez and P. Sammons (2013). The analysis addresses 

the research questions by identifying central theoretical patterns, mechanisms and 

components that characterize effective AfL in higher education. Overall, the 

findings show that AfL primarily functions as a process that improves learning 

rather than as a tool for measuring final outcomes. Across the reviewed literature, 

AfL is consistently described as an approach that generates ongoing evidence 

about student understanding and uses this evidence to guide subsequent teaching 

and learning actions. Assessment becomes formative only when this evidence is 

actively used to inform instructional decisions. 

One of the most significant findings concerns the central role of feedback in AfL. 

Feedback is identified as the main mechanism through which assessment supports 

learning. The literature emphasizes that effective feedback should be timely, 

specific and focused on improvement. Drawing on the typology proposed by J. 

Hattie and H. Timperley and discussed by D. Wiliam, four levels of feedback are 

distinguished: task-level feedback, process-level feedback, self-regulation 

feedback and self-level feedback. The analysis shows that feedback related to 

tasks, processes and self-regulation is more effective in supporting learning, 

while self-level feedback, such as personal praise, is the least effective and may 
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even have negative effects on learning. Another important result is the shift in the 

roles of teachers and students within AfL practices. Teachers are no longer 

positioned only as evaluators but as facilitators who use assessment evidence to 

support learning. At the same time, students are activated as owners of their own 

learning. This involves student engagement in self-assessment, reflection and 

understanding of learning goals and success criteria. The findings also highlight 

the importance of clear assessment criteria, formative feedback during the 

learning process and student self-assessment as key components of effective AfL. 

These elements work together to create a learning-oriented assessment 

environment. 

The results further reveal a descriptive conceptual framework of AfL that 

integrates continuous evidence collection, feedback loops, student involvement 

and instructional decision-making. D. Wiliam emphasizes that assessment is 

formative only to the extent that it leads to better instructional decisions than 

would have been made without the assessment evidence. In contrast, M. Flórez 

and P. Sammons (2013) focus on the systematic implementation of AfL through 

a repertoire of structured strategies. Together, these perspectives provide a 

comprehensive theoretical understanding of AfL and its key mechanisms. 

 

Discussion 

The results of this study have important implications for higher education 

assessment practices. In many higher education contexts, assessment is still 

dominated by summative approaches that prioritize grading, certification and 

accountability. The findings of this analysis suggest that AfL offers a meaningful 

alternative by focusing on learning processes, student engagement and 

instructional improvement. The emphasis on feedback, clear criteria and active 

student involvement aligns well with the goals of higher education, including 

independent learning, critical thinking and self-regulation. 

D. Wiliam’s use of dual-processing theory provides a useful explanation for why 

AfL can be effective. According to this theory, students respond to assessment 

through either a growth pathway, which focuses on developing competence or a 

well-being pathway, which focuses on protecting self-esteem. AfL aims to keep 

students on the growth pathway by ensuring that feedback is perceived as support 

for improvement rather than as a threat. This is particularly relevant in higher 
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education, where assessment pressure and performance anxiety are common. The 

findings also have clear implications for the development of assessment criteria 

and teaching practices. Assessment criteria should be transparent and clearly 

linked to learning goals so that students understand what is expected of them. 

Feedback should focus on tasks, learning processes and self-regulation, rather 

than personal judgments. From a teaching perspective, AfL requires the use of 

assessment evidence in an instructionally tractable way. This means that 

assessment should reveal why students are struggling and allow teachers to adjust 

instruction accordingly, rather than simply identifying success or failure. 

At the curriculum and policy levels, AfL supports alignment between learning 

outcomes, teaching activities and assessment practices. The findings suggest that 

AfL should not replace traditional summative assessment systems but should 

complement them by improving the quality of learning. However, the discussion 

also highlights several challenges in implementing AfL in higher education, 

including large class sizes, limited time, rigid institutional regulations and 

varying levels of teacher assessment literacy. Compared to traditional assessment 

approaches, AfL requires a shift in assessment culture, greater professional 

support for teachers and institutional commitment. 

Overall, the discussion shows that AfL represents a shift from assessment as 

measurement to assessment as support for learning. While challenges remain, the 

theoretical evidence strongly supports the value of AfL for improving teaching, 

learning and assessment practices in higher education. 

 

Conclusion 

This article examined the importance of Assessment for Learning (AfL) in higher 

education, where assessment practices are still mainly summative. The study 

focused on AfL as a theoretical approach that supports learning quality and 

improves the relationship between teaching, assessment and student learning. The 

review highlighted several key findings. AfL was identified as a process that 

supports learning through continuous feedback rather than final judgment. 

Feedback plays a central role, especially when it focuses on learning processes 

and self-regulation. The analysis also showed a clear shift in roles: teachers use 

assessment evidence to guide instruction, while students become active 
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participants in their own learning. Clear assessment criteria, formative feedback 

and student self-assessment were found to be essential elements of effective AfL. 

The article contributes theoretically by integrating different views on AfL into a 

coherent framework. D. Wiliam’s focus on instructional decision-making and 

Flórez and Sammons’ emphasis on systematic implementation together provide a 

stronger understanding of how AfL operates in higher education. The findings 

underline the value of AfL for improving higher education quality. AfL promotes 

deeper learning, student engagement and fairer assessment practices. In practice, 

higher education institutions should support the use of AfL through curriculum 

design, teacher development and assessment policies. Future research should 

further explore AfL implementation and its effects in different higher education 

contexts. 
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