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Geoff Preston takes a detailed look at TAG's new online assessment system and what it has to offer for ICT teaching.



	
Just about every teacher I've ever met thinks that their subject has special peculiarities that in some way make it more difficult to implement than any other. Well, I'm here to tell all of you who think that that you're wrong. Except those who teach information and communication technology...



	
ICT has several features that can present major issues for subject leaders. To begin with, ICT is still a relatively new subject, and in general schools haven't really got a firm understanding of where the subject is heading. Many are still grappling with issues such as funding, delivery and development. Secondly, it's now well documented that pupils experience the best ICT where it's delivered both as a discrete subject and in a cross-curricular fashion. Thirdly, there are relatively few teachers with any recognised ICT qualifications, and even fewer teachers specifically trained to teach ICT.


	


	
For all practical purposes, ICT is a core subject - yet, because it doesn't have end of key stage tests, it doesn't qualify as a core subject. End of key stage assessment is by teacher assessment - the same teachers who aren't qualified in ICT nor trained to teach the subject. 

They are trying to assess ICT that has been delivered all over the school by any and every member of staff in a variety of contexts. Is it any wonder ICT assessment is frequently not well done?
Well, help is at hand, in the shape of MAPS (Managed Assessment Portfolio System), a web-based tool to facilitate ICT assessment at Key Stage 3. As the name says, it is: 

· Managed. The system is managed by TAG, who do all the set-up and maintenance, including backing up files on some very high-spec kit. Although the recommendation is to keep backups yourself, in reality theirs are likely to be a great deal more secure than yours.

· Assessment. MAPS is specifically not a teaching tool. Its main purpose is to manage the work that you will be assessing - although, as you will later see, there are a lot of additional features.

· Portfolio. Every child stores their work in a portfolio which can be moved to any other school also running MAPS.

· System. This is a browser-based product which will run on any PC, anywhere. Anyone who has tried to set practical ICT homework will immediately recognise the benefits of this.

Using MAPS

I've seen and used lots of applications supposedly designed to make life easier for the ICT teacher, and most suffer from the same affliction - you need to invest an enormous amount of time before you can even think about reaping any rewards. With MAPS, TAG does most of this work for you. All you have to do is sent them a text file of your pupils' names (which you can get from your school admin system - e.g. SIMS, Integris, etc,) and TAG sets it all up.

The teacher's role begins by choosing a teaching unit. MAPS comes with 24 units which cover all of the QCA program of study. These are stored in the TAG area and must first be copied into the teacher's own area. A teaching unit comprises a title with its own icon, an introduction and a number of documents and/or web links. Once copied into the teacher's own area, it can be modified in any way s/he chooses to make the material more suitable for the particular school or class. If required, units can be created from scratch.

Teaching units are carefully matched to the QCA schemes of work and there are links throughout the creation/modification process which take you directly to the appropriate descriptors. Teachers are therefore forced to make assessment an integral part of the teaching unit, not just a feature that can be 'tacked on to the end'.

Once a teaching unit has been selected, it is given to a student or group of students by choosing from the list of classes and students within each class. As I stated earlier, it is not a teaching tool and so, at this stage, it is for the teacher to teach the students about the topic. 

The student

Because MAPS is a web-based resource, students can access their work anywhere, any time. When students log into the system, they will immediately see what work has been given and its current status - 'to do', 'in progress' or 'submitted'. Deadlines are also displayed, so there's no excuses for not completing it on time. Using the resources provided in the teaching unit, the students work through the assignment. Any queries can be answered during lessons - or, if it's a real emergency, a message can be sent to the teacher via a built-in messaging system. All messages are automatically saved with the work.

The resources included in the module will provide all the students with all the material needed to complete the work. When it's finished, it is submitted to the teacher for assessing (not, of course, by handing in sheets of paper, but electronically).

When the teacher logs into the system, s/he can immediately see what assignments are ready for assessing, and this task can be carried out based on all the materials submitted by the student. Once the assessment has been completed, any comments can be fed back to the students using the same built-in messaging system the student can use to submit queries.

If both the teacher and the student are in agreement, the work can be put into a public gallery so that others can view it. In any event, the work is archived so that it can be referred to later. 

Other features

In a nutshell, that's about it, although there are some additional features worth noting: 

· Because students' work can follow them from school to school, it should now be a much easier job, once the KS2 part of this system is complete, to ascertain exactly what students can do when they arrive in secondary school.

· Because the LEA has a degree of control over the system, they can oversee the work being set by schools. Some ICT teachers may see this as a threat, but probably only those that are consistently not setting appropriate material.

· Because materials generated in schools can be placed in the LEA's area of the system, other schools within the LEA can access the materials, which is an excellent way of sharing good practice. It also means that schools can moderate the marking of other schools.

· Because the teacher can access the system at any time, work can be marked at home without having to carry home a large stack of paper.

A summary of just what MAPS does is shown in Figure 1.

At present, the system is supplied with KS3 ICT tasks. KS2 ICT tasks are being developed and should be available by the next academic year, but there is no reason why this system couldn't be used for any subject at any level. 

How much?

For a single school, there is a one-off set- up fee of "200 and an annual maintenance fee of "500, plus "1.50 per pupil. This means that, for a four or five form entry school with about 400 pupils in Key Stage 3, it will be "1,300 for the first year and "1,100 per year for each year thereafter.

If more than one school in an authority enrols, the cost per pupil falls off quite dramatically. Again, working on the basis of 400 pupils per school, 15 schools in a single authority would incur a "160 per school set-up fee and a "450 annual maintenance charge. Pupils would be charged at "1.20 each. If you think this is a large sum of money, you're quite right - it is. But the good news is that MAPS is e-learning credits eligible, which means that most secondary schools will be able to get completely signed up to MAPS using their e-learning credits, without having to top up the cost from other funds.

I don't have a great deal of time for arguments claiming that this will save teachers' time. Theoretically, it may do, but in my experience all that happens is that somebody comes along and finds something else for you to do with that newly acquired free time. I think the real benefit is that it will mean that assessments will be more accurate. When that happens, we really can monitor standards and see if ICT teaching and learning is getting better or worse. 

The pitfalls

Apart from the cost, there seems to be just one drawback. A single school will realise significant gains from the use of this tool, but nowhere near as significant as a group of schools who will be able to share resources. Apart from secondary schools sharing materials, secondary schools and primary feeder schools could generate material jointly. If every primary and secondary school in a LEA had this system, then everyone would get better use from it.
But that is the big 'if'.
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Figure 1:What MAPS offers

MAPS is an online assessment system which allows teachers to assess work and give levels to students.

It is supplied with 27 units of work, which are mapped to the QCA scheme of work and which address all targets within the scheme of work.

Teachers can use supplied modules by copying them into their portfolio and using them as-is or by modifying them. Modules can also be created. (Outcomes are an intrinsic part of the module, hence assessment is considered while the module is being developed and not as an optional add-on.)

Each module has its own icon and will include an introduction and resources, which take the form of a number of files and/or URLs. Files may be text, pictures, tables, etc. and can be in one of about 20 common file formats.

A module may then be assigned to an individual, group or groups of students, after suitable introduction and teaching around the subject.

The student receives the teaching module and can work through it at school, where the teacher is available to help and support the work. Because the system is web-based, it can also be accessed at home.

There is a simple emailing facility built into MAPS so that students can ask specific questions and receive replies.

When the student has completed the module, it is uploaded so that it can be marked.

The teacher can collect the completed assignments and grade the work according to the level descriptors.

The teacher can then feed back to the student via the same messaging system used for question and answers.

The work is then archived, and if student and teacher are agreeable, it can be put into a gallery where it can be viewed by others in the authority.

Value added features
Units of work can be developed jointly by schools in the same LEA.

Best examples can be made available to other schools, enabling all schools to share best practice.

The LEA would be able to keep a watching eye over the standard of the modules being developed and used.

If primary schools were involved, assessed/moderated work could move with the child, hence helping to bridge the KS2/KS3 gap.




