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CHALLENGES OF ASSESSING
PROFESSIONAL TEACHING

EXPERIENCE

The process of observing, guiding and appraising the
capabilities of pre-service student teachers is an important
and complex process. Cooperating teacher and schools

are crucial contributors in this assessment process, which
imposes educational, ethical and moral responsibilities

on them. Not only do cooperating teachers and schools
contribute to the education and development of the next
generation of teachers assess student teachers’ capabilities,
they also have to be mindful of their responsibilities for
their own students’ education and safety. For their part,
pre-service student teachers find the assessment of their
beginning professional practice to be a “high stakes” aspect
of their education.

Assessment in Professional Experience is an evaluative
process that is a basis for providing feedback to students
and for forming judgments about the quality of students’
teaching capabilities. Making such judgements in

professional experience occurs in contexts that are highly
transient, variable and difficult to replicate because no two
classrooms are the same and no two situations in a single
classroom are ever the same. Thus, it is difficult to recapture
all the important factors in a review process or to replicate
the precise contexts so that a particular process can be re-
lived, re-learned and re-assessed.

Robust judgements about students developing
professional practice need to be based on clarity regarding
two dimensions, namely:

What should be assessed? Assessors need to be
consistent, using the same criteria for making
judgements in each case,and

« How well has the student performed? Assessors need
to be accurate, using the same standards for making
judgements such that any two assessors would focus on
the same behaviour and arrive at a similar judgement.
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What should be assessed?

For its pre-service of Education degrees, the School of
Education at Flinders University has adopted as its
assessment framework the South Australian Teacher
Registration Board’s (TRB) Professional Teaching Standards
for Registration in South Australia for Entry to the Register.
These attributes and capabilities are to be developed over
the course of the Professional Experience Program.. The TRB
Standards are:

+ The orientation of the assessor. Teachers who regard
themselves either as enablers of learning tend to function
differently in the assessment process from those who regard
themselves as guardians of the standards of the profession.
This difference in attitude has been found to significantly
influence judgements of student performance.

Professional Relationships
Professional & Collegial Learning
Student Respect
Parent/Caregiver & Community Partnerships

Teachers actively engage in personal and collegial learning
Teachers foster trusting and respectful relationships with all learners
Teachers work effectively with parents/caregivers and the wider community.

Professional Knowledge
Learning Processes
Learning Content
Learning Contex

Teachers know about learning processes and how to teach accordingly
Teachers know the content they teach
Teachers know about learner contexts and diversity

Professional Practice
Planning & Teaching
Feedback & Reporting
Learning Environment

Teachers plan and implement teaching strategies for successful learning experiences
Teachers assess and report learning outcomes
Teachers create a safe, challenging and supportive learning environment

Asignificant concern in the assessment of complex
professional behaviours in teaching practice is that
assessors' judgements are subject to unintended and
tacit assumptions. These assumptions influence what

is expected in a good performance and are shaped by
environmental distractions and personal factors, many
of which have little bearing on a student’s capacity to
perform. Significant influences on judgements of student
performances include:

The performances of other students. If prior students have
performed poorly, then a following satisfactory student
performance tends to be rated relatively highly. Conversely, if
prior students have performed very well, then a subsequent
satisfactory student performance tends to be rated
relatively lower.

«  Astudent’s initial behaviour. The nature and quality of the
relationship between the student and the assessor can be
influenced by students’initial naive or mature actions and
the impressions they create.

- The past experiences of the assessor. Events, both positive
and negative in quiding and assessing other students’
achievements in professional experience can be very
influential. Prior negative experiences can cause a measure
of defensiveness while prior positive experiences tends to
create encouraging supportive environments.

+ The quality and features of the context in which the
teaching occurs. The learning and teaching environment
itself and the attitudes of those within that environment
has been found to have a profound influence on student
teachers performances.

These factors have little to do with the actual capabilities of
an individual student teacher. Training assessors to ignore
these somewhat extraneous factors, however, largely fails
to reduce their influence on the assessment outcome.
However, these subjective influences on educational
judgements, does not mean that we should not assess
the development and attainment of professional practice
standards. Assessment is inevitable and necessary

in education and an essential aspect of learning and
improvement. Rather, it suggests the need for shared,
clearly described expectations about student teacher
performance. These are often effectively communicated

in the form of rubrics, which can be used to guide more
consistent observation of developing professional practice
and the making of more accurate judgements about the
standard attained. The following two-dimensional rubric
provides such a guide.
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROFESSIONAL
EXPERIENCE ASSESSMENT RUBRIC

Knowing how the rubric has been developed helps to
understand how it might be used.

+ Dimension1is in the left hand column and identifies
the precise capabilities or attributes based on the
TRB standards. These capabilities are elaborated with
observable indicators. This dimension assists in ensuring
a consistent focus on what must be learnt and assessed.

+ Dimension 2 s in the four remaining columns and
describes four possible standards of performance

achievement. This dimension assists assessors Accuracy
in the interpretation of the performance (judgements of
how well?). The descriptions of teaching performance in
the four levels are grounded in several validated learning
taxonomies.

(i) Cognitive learning attainment described in Biggs
(1992) Solo Taxonomy and Grant and Givens Fisher’s,
(1982) Florida Taxonomy of Learning attainment,
and

(i) Ethical and dispositional capabilities described in
Perry’s (1999) Taxonomy of Ethical Moral Reasoning.

In summary the four levels are based on the following conceptual frameworks.

Expected for majority of | knowledge and

Translation Application

Level Biggs Florida Perry Summary of Qualities
Developing Uni-structural Knows few facts and Dualistic Imitation of experts Partial
Unsatisfactory Knows a few facts procedures Black & white thinkingand | knowledge
opinion is determined by
authority
Functional Multi-structural Encyclopedic Multiplistic Has little organizational
Acceptable Understands and knowledge & reliance | Viewpoints are accepted, structure to guide retrieval
accurately reproduces | on Rules and protocols | but a singular “truth”is of knowledge
facts, routines & sought and deemed so by
protocols an authority
Proficient Relational Elaborated | Interpretation Relativistic Analysis and evidence based

Independent reasoning application

students understanding where -

) Commitment

ideas cohere Transfers J

; Forms opinions and makes
learning to new .
I judgements that are
situations g
informed

Advanced Extended abstract & Synthesis Limited Commitment, Metacognitive, abstract,
Beyond expectations critical, creative problem | Creativity Seeks new evidence to principle based reasoning

solving Evaluation evaluate current knowledge

and opinions

The Flinders University Teacher Education Professional
Teaching Rubric translates the TRB Standards into a
developmental framework that synthesises the above
taxonomies into a description of four possible levels of
attainment to enable a shared understanding among
students, teachers and placement supervisors of what
is acceptable and what is unsatisfactory. The rubricis
intended to assist cooperating teachers and supervisors
to support and enable the development of pre-service
teachers to the standards required for registration as well
as to contribute to the provision of useful feedback and
consistent appraisal of performance.

The four levels of attainment are:

Level 1is Developing or Unsatisfactory (U) and describes
performance that has not yet met basic expectations.
Some expected features may be present, but are not
sufficiently developed to be acceptable beginning practice.
This level of practice is not considered safe and will require

close supervision as well as further practice, exposure and
re-evaluation. This level of performance is based largely
on imitation of expert teachers they have observed, rather
than on a conceptual understanding of learning and
teaching. Their communication and relationships with
students, staff and parent may be limited or inappropriate
and may need to be carefully monitored. It is hoped that
few, if any, pre-service student teachers should exhibit
this level of practice at, and especially beyond, the first
placement.

Level 2 is Functional or Acceptable (Ac) and describes
performance that meets the basic requirements. Close
supervision is still necessary as the student will exhibit

a high degree of reliance on their cooperating teacher

for guidance in decision-making and still rely heavily on
the imitation of expert teachers rather than using their
conceptual knowledge to shape their practice. Their plans
focus on teacher activity rather than on student learning.
Teaching decisions made at this level of performance will
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be recipe-like and, although they might accurately follow
protocols or be theoretically correct in their actions, they
may fail to make adjustments to account for contextual
factors. Very little integration of concepts or advice or
transference of learning from one event, experience, task or
responsibility to another is exhibited. Communication and
relationships with students, staff, parents and caregivers at
this level can still require supervision and advice. Teaching
behaviours that are assessed as merely acceptable should
be the focus of new learning goals and efforts for change
and improvement from pre-service student teachers as well
as guidance from cooperating teachers and supervisors.

Level 3 is Proficient (P) and is the desired standard for all,
or most, pre-service teachers to reach, especially in the 3rd
and 4th placement. Such practice exhibits independence
of thought and initiative in planning and in practice. These
pre-service teachers are capable of being left unsupervised
for short periods of time. They translate, integrate and
apply theoretical concepts into practice and pose wise
questions, seeking and utilising advice judiciously. They
demonstrate an ability to transfer advice into new contexts
without prompting, having an observable capacity for
insightful analysis of an event, situation or case. They
communicate well and relate appropriately to students,
staff, parents and caregivers. These pre-service teachers
demonstrate an awareness of social and psychological
influences on learning and make attempts to incorporate
this awareness into their practice. Their teaching plans
show evidence of being student learning focused. They are
able to evaluate and assess their own achievements, set
new personal learning goals and are mindful of the limits
of their own competence. They exhibit an enthusiasm for
teaching, are aware of its moral and ethical dimensions
and encourage their students’engagement in the learning
process.

Level 4 is Advanced (Ad) and represents professional
practice that is beyond basic expectations of pre-service
student teachers.The practice is highly independent, but
collaborative and consultative. There is transparent use of
evidence and universal principles in interpretive reasoning
and decision-making. Such practice is also creative, critically
reflective, generative of new ideas and transforms of old
ways and thinking. There is evidence of an ability to develop
new approaches to routine practices that engage and
motivate learners. The relationships and communicative
and social behaviour with students, teachers, parents and
caregivers are most appropriate, effective and respectful.
They are very mindful of the sensitivities of difference and
attend to it well, integrating such concern into all that they
do. They are active agents of their own learning and actively
seek opportunities for new experiences and challenges

to expand their repertoire of capability. These pre-service
teachers are models of effective and engaged learners and
promote a positive and professional image of the teaching
profession to the community.

Using the Flinders University Professional Teaching Rubric

The following rubric can be used in a number of ways.

1. As a curriculum guide for Flinders University Teacher
Education academics. The intended attributes of
Dimension 1can be used as a checkpoint to ensure that
the knowledge, skills and capacities deemed important
by the TRB are included in the design of topics and in the
teaching, learning and assessment strategies employed.

2. For communicating expectations to students.Too often
students are unaware of just what they must exhibit
and develop in order to satisfy their assessors and often
have misperceptions about what is actually important.
The focus of attention on actual pre-service practice
and the standards used in assessment by university
supervisors and cooperating teachers is what defines
professional practice for the student teacher. If the focus
is superficial, atomistic and task focused, that is what
students will think is required of teachers. If they are
deep, analytical and holistic, guided by values of respect
for diversity and concern for student success and well
being, that is how the pre-service student teacher will
come to understand the complex dimensions of the role
of ateacher.

3. As afeedback tool to provide students with an idea of
where they sit in a framework of orderly development
towards increased expertise. When student teachers
are unaware of what is required they will limit their
behavior to the things they are confident they can
do well. This avoidance of challenges restricts their
development.When student teachers are aware of the
full range of capabilities they must exhibit, when the
things they do well are acknowledged and when they
are challenged and supported to address capabilities
they have yet to develop, they can more easily expand
and improve their repertoire of professional practice.

4. As a peer and self-evaluation tool for students to guide
their learning efforts.When students engage in peer and
self assessment they engage more deeply with formal
expectations to acquire a deeper understanding of what
is required of them and how it might be demonstrated.
This process enables them to become more self critical
and more effective agents of their own learning.

5. As an assessment guide for school and university based
assessors to aid consistency and accuracy in interpreting
and reporting learning attainment.
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