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HARD MINDS AND SOFT HEARTS

The assessment of teaching practice

Judith Kennedy

We class schools into four grades: Leading School, first Rate School, Good School
and School. Frankly, School is prelty bad”. Decline & Fall, Evelyn Waugh 1940.

Introduction

Whilst the value both in assessment and professional development terms of formative
approaches has been very elegantly and persuasively presented by others (Broadfield
1996), I shall in this article be arguing for a more rigorous approach to the summative
aspects of the assessment of teaching practice in initial ELT teacher training. In reality,
however, this does not mecan that formative elements are not an essential part of the
process. The tension between the two is, of course, an important problem in trymng to
develop reliable and valid means of assessing the practical teaching skills of trainees. As
Mclntrye & Hustler put it: “The evidence about the importance of deep-seated personal
qualities for good teaching is persuasive, and so summative assessment of student
teachers to determine their fitness to enter the profession should properly emphasise
these qualities; but it may well be considered unrealistic to attach importance (o such
qualities in a profiling instrument intended for formative assessment” 1996:206. Ths
distinction between processes and purposes in assessment is a basic and problematic
one - for many teacher educators more imaginative and fair processes of trainee
evaluation such as portfolios, teaching logs, reflective diaries are inextricably linked with
formative evaluation but this need not necessarily be the case. 1 shall suggest that
perhaps this over concern with process has encouraged us to neglect the very real need
to address the summative aspects of trainee assessment - both the reasons for it and the

ways in which we might more reliably carry out such assessments.

Arising from this, there are four questions to ask:-

1. Should we assess the practical skills or performance of trainees?
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Why do we assess such performance?; and
3. What can we learn from other practice based professions?

4. How can we most effectively carry out such an assessment?

Arguments for summative performance assessments

With regard to the first question there are several possible responses. There are those,
for example, who would claim that we should evaluate the practical competence of
trainces because, as trainers, we are acting as the gatekeepers to the profession. We
are providing a “licence to teach” - we are testifying to the competence to practise of the
trainees . The purpose is external. As gatekeepers there are consequences to making
bad decisions:  accountability in the professions and appraisal of performance are
developments that trainers need to take account of. Many professions are accountable
for their practice such that they can be legally sued for poor performance and this is
beginning to happen in education with students and school children starting to hold
educators to account. There are others who would claim that we should because there
is a need to professionalise teaching and part of becoming a profession is to set
standards of quality and achievement in practice, which exclude some and admit others.
Both of these reasons suggest that such an assessment will produce both successes and
failures - those who have been judged as “fit for purpose” and those who have been
deemed as “not yet” or “not quite” or whatever.

Objections to summative assessments

But equally some may raise a philosophical or ethical objection to such summative
assessments. We may assess as part of educational development - assessment in this
case seen as part of improving teacher education or of helping the individual evaluate
their own progress and improve .  Such assessment as part of continuous professional
development will try to use procedures which have as their basic aim the development of
the necessary skills and attributes of good teaching but such procedures are not

primarily designed to be used as a gatekeeping mechanism.
A further objection that is sometimes raised is one of feasibility. Here the argument is
that since we cannot easily conceptualise the qualities of a good teacher, or good and

effective practice. then to think of assessing trainees in terms of a ‘competency to teach’
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