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Re-envisioning pre-service teachers’ beliefs and feelings 
about assessment: the important space of authentic 
assignments
Audrey Doyle, Enda Donlon, Marie Conroy Johnson, Elaine McDonald and PJ Sexton

Institute of Education, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland

ABSTRACT
In early 2020, Initial Teacher Education providers were forced to 
reimagine many long-established practices due to pandemic 
restrictions. One post-primary concurrent Initial Teacher Education 
programme in the Republic of Ireland responded by conceptualis-
ing and developing an initiative to engage pre-service teachers in 
an authentic assessment task through the preparation of 
a classroom-based assessment from the perspective of the pupil. 
They then engaged in peer review and peer feedback on these 
classroom-based assessments and partook in a Subject Learning 
and Assessment Review meeting. This required the professional 
development of assessment literacies on the part of pre-service 
teachers, as well as disturbing their personal assessment beliefs at 
a cognitive and affective level. This paper finds that the collabora-
tive assignment experience challenged pre-service teachers’ pre-
vious conceptions about the purposes of assessment while 
providing them with insight and preparation for formative assess-
ment processes in use throughout Irish post-primary schools.
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Introduction

In March 2020, Initial Teacher Education (ITE) providers around the world were presented 
with a momentous challenge of reconceptualising many of their long-established prac-
tices with regard to teaching, learning, and assessment, as a result of the implications and 
rapidly imposed restrictions arising from the global COVID-19 pandemic (Mutton 2020). 
Darling-Hammond offers three critical components of Initial Teacher Education 
programmes: 

tight coherence and integration among courses and between coursework and clinical work in 
schools, extensive and intensely supervised clinical work integrated with course work using 
pedagogies that link theory and practice, and closer, proactive relationships with schools that 
serve diverse learners effectively and develop and model good teaching
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(2006, 310). The new world of COVID-19 restrictions had placed all three components in 
jeopardy, as the partnership between schools as sites of practice (The Teaching Council  
2020b) or ‘clinical work’ (Darling-Hammond 2006) and universities was non-operational. 
Teacher educators and ITE programme coordinators had to re-envision and re-design new 
spaces where pre-service teachers (PSTs) could practise and learn to build their identity as 
teachers (Mockler 2011) and their role as assessors (Looney et al. 2018), beyond the 
traditional sites of school and university (White and McSharry 2021). This paper maps 
an example of how one ITE team re-imagined their approach to assessment in favour of 
a more authentic assessment in order to further develop pre-service teachers in their role 
as assessors.

The Irish context

The professional education of pre-service teachers in Ireland can be undertaken through 
two routes. The first option is a concurrent undergraduate ITE programme, which gen-
erally takes 4 years. The second option is to complete a level eight undergraduate degree 
and then follow this by completing a postgraduate degree, called the Professional Master 
of Education (PME). The PME takes 2 years. The focus of this paper is on the first option 
and the preparation of the pre-service teachers in their role as assessors for post-primary 
(secondary) schools where pupils generally range in age from 12 to 19. Assessment in 
Ireland at lower secondary level has undergone a huge transformation from a focus on 
a very high stake summative assessment called the ‘Junior Certificate’, which was marked 
and set by a government agency called the ‘State Examination Commission’ (SEC), to the 
integration of a dualistic approach, both formative and summative (NCCA 2015). The 
move to formative assessment is captured in the work of Birenbaum et al. (2015) who map 
the emergence and implications of formative assessment in countries across the globe. In 
Ireland, the role of the teacher as assessor had been in flux since the introduction of a new 
framework for lower secondary education called the ‘Junior Cycle’ (NCCA 2012). This 
framework sets out not only a new pedagogical approach to teaching and learning but 
also presented teachers with a number of changes to assessment. This challenged the 
traditional role of the State Examinations Commission (SEC) as the sole assessor of state 
examinations. One of the new assessment components is called the classroom-based 
assessment (CBA) to be marked using four standards that describe performance and a set 
of Features of Quality and examples of students’ work at the different levels. The CBA was 
originally a construct of Michael Scriven’s (1967) work but is recently defined by 
Lewkowicz and Leung as ‘any teacher-led classroom activity designed to find out about 
students’ performance on curriculum tasks that would yield information regarding their 
understanding as well as their need for further support and scaffolding with reference to 
their situated learning needs’ (2001 48). The CBA was to be reported not as a grade but as 
a separate set of descriptors on the student’s report called the ‘Junior Cycle Profile of 
Achievement’ (NCCA 2021).

Furthermore, the experience of the cancellation of the senior cycle terminal examina-
tion (Leaving Certificate Examination) in 2020 and 2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
thrust Irish teachers into an assessment arena that they had fought hard to oppose. The 
Leaving Certificate Calculated Grades 2020 and Leaving Certificate Accredited Grades 
2021 compelled teachers into marking and ranking their students for the high stakes state 
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examinations at senior cycle (Doyle, Lysaght, and O’Leary 2021). The Senior Cycle Review 
(NCCA 2019) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Review of Senior Cycle in Ireland (2020) highlighted the ongoing challenge of how 
assessment drives teaching, learning, and curriculum reform. The OECD warned that 
this ‘impact is such that any changes made to the senior cycle will have limited possibi-
lities to succeed if the current assessment approaches are not reviewed accordingly’ 
(OECD 2020, 2). From the perspective of the teacher educator, it was clear that a new 
era of teachers’ engagement with assessment was emerging and the role of ITE should 
prepare the pre-service teacher to engage critically in these changes. Pre-service teachers’ 
own past experience of formative assessment was very limited due to the Leaving 
Certificate experience (A. MacPhail, Halbert, and O’Neill 2018). It was therefore important 
for ITE to disturb their summative approach to assessment in the present and expand their 
knowledge, craft, and art (Pollard 2010) in the forms of assessment offered by the new 
curriculum called ‘The Junior Cycle Framework’ at lower secondary. It was also our intent 
to prime pre-service teachers for future senior cycle assessment reform.

Teacher assessment identity

Any attempt to define teacher identity immediately runs into major difficulties as it is 
a highly contested and complex space. It draws from a multiplicity of disciplines: sociol-
ogy, philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and education, and has evolved over a very 
long timeframe (Biesta 2015; Cooley 1902; Erikson 1959; Jenlink 2021; Mockler 2011; 
Thomas and Beauchamp 2007; Vygotsky 1986). In planning for the development of pre- 
service teachers’ identity, our focus was on the advice from Beijaard, Meijer, and Verloop 
(2004) who highlighted the ongoing process of evolution in a teacher’s understanding of 
their teacher identity. It emerges through the interplay between a teacher’s personal 
ethnography and past narrative, their professional experience, their relationships and 
socio-cultural context (Kelchtermans 2009; Marschall 2022). Time takes on a cyclical 
dimension as their future career as a teacher is impacted by their past and present 
narratives. Pishgadam, Golzar, and Miri (2022) expands this understanding and explains 
that we have moved from a core, inner, fixed linear construct to a dynamic, multifaceted, 
context-dependent, dialogical, and intrinsically related phenomenon.

Literature offers multiple frameworks which try to capture this complex emergence of 
teacher identity, and many focus on the importance of the personal histories and 
narratives that a teacher brings with them to Initial Teacher Education (Marschall 2022). 
Pre-service teachers are immersed in learning about being a teacher and how profession-
alism works in various different sites of practice (Kelchtermans 2009). The socio-cultural 
contexts of the university, school, and classroom interplay with the personal and profes-
sional and engage the pre-service teacher with a confrontation about their beliefs and 
feelings about education and pedagogy. Olsen’s definition of teacher identity as ‘a 
complex mélange of influences and effects in which macro- and micro-social histories, 
contexts, and positionings combine with the uniqueness of any person to create 
a situated, ever-developing self that both guides and results from experience’ (2001 
259) aligns with our understanding in this paper.

One area of teacher identity that has moved on the fringes of teacher education is the 
role of the teacher as assessor (Stiggins 1988; Young, MacPhail, and Tannehill 2022). In 
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many ITE programmes, the focus is often on developing the pedagogy of teaching, and 
knowledge and understanding of assessment can be limited (Atjonen et al. 2022). Over 
the years, literature has offered many different models that assist in understanding the 
complexities involved in developing teacher assessment identity. Herppich et al. offer 
a competence-oriented conceptual model and define competences to be ‘context-specific, 
learnable cognitive dispositions that are needed to successfully cope with specific situa-
tions’ (2018, 181). They highlight the importance of incorporating into their model, 
research on assessment products (i.e. judgements), on assessment processes and prac-
tices, as well as their quantification. Whilst this model offers excellent insights for the 
teacher educator, it focuses mainly on cognitive dispositions that are specifically related 
to assessment. We favoured a model that also integrated the affective and ontological 
aspects of assessment identity (Pryor and Crossouard 2010) and therefore drew on 
Looney et al.’s conceptions of assessment which supports the inclusion of not only 
knowledge and skills but also beliefs and feelings in ‘a dynamic and interactive teacher 
assessment identity’ (2018, 14). Looney et al. (2018) argue that teachers may have knowl-
edge and confidence but do not believe that assessment processes are effective. Teachers 
can also have mixed feelings about assessment and may consider some processes or 
interactions as not part of their role. Their model draws from the framework proffered by 
Xu and Brown (2016) which proposes a hierarchy of seven components of building the 
teacher as assessor: The knowledge Base; Interpretive and Guiding Framework; Teacher 
Conceptions of Assessment; Macro socio-cultural and micro-institutional contexts; 
Teacher Assessment Literacy in Practice; Teacher Learning; and Assessor Identity (Re) 
construction. Xu and Brown (2016) argue that the cognitive dimension denotes what 
teachers believe to be true about assessment: teachers will respond to new knowledge if 
it is consistent with their current conceptions and reject the ones that are not. The 
affective dimension denotes the feelings or emotional disposition that teachers have 
about various aspects of assessment and its uses. These feelings can be deeply held by the 
teacher and have been charged by previous experience (Lutovac and Assunção Flores  
2022). Xu and Brown explain that ‘the emotional dimension of conceptions may make 
conceptual change difficult, leading to less effective learning about assessment and 
reduced effectiveness in implementing new assessment policies’ (2016, 21). They also 
highlight the collective and individualised nature of teachers’ conceptions about assess-
ment and the importance of engaging with both beliefs and feelings throughout their 
professional development.

Whilst Xu and Brown (2016) clarified important considerations for our approach to 
assessment, such as the knowledge base and the combination of teacher conceptions 
of assessment and putting this into practice, we considered that the re- 
conceptualisation of Teacher Assessment Identity (TAI) by Looney et al. (2018) sup-
ported the multifaceted and dynamic interplay between the cognitive and affective 
dimensions of the role of the assessor that we were trying to achieve. TAI is modelled 
less on a pyramid style (Yueting and Brown 2016) and more on the confluence of 
a number of significant conceptions. Looney et al. (2018) highlight the importance of 
assessment literacy under the heading of ‘I know’. Under ‘I feel’ they wish to integrate 
the degree to which teachers’ feel in control of their assessment practice in 
a particular school system at any point in time (Douwe, Meijer, and Verloop 2004). 
Under the ‘My role’ - what is it that I do as an assessor – they draw on the complexity 
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of the agency of the teacher in their role as assessor and the multiple judgements, 
perspectives, and interpretations that are encountered. They also suggest that the 
beliefs of a teacher, ‘I believe’, have been developed from their past experiences of 
assessment and shape their present dispositions. Finally, they identify self-efficacy – ‘I 
am confident’ -as connecting to classroom actions by drawing from Dellinger, Bobbett, 
and Ellett who define it as ‘individual beliefs in their capabilities to perform specific 
teaching tasks at a specified level of quality in a specified situation’ (2008, 4). Looney 
et al. (2018) posit that teachers’ identity as professionals, beliefs about assessment, 
disposition towards enacting assessment, and perceptions of their role as assessors are 
all significant for their assessment work. Each of these components intertwines and 
overlaps each other, and it is from this interplay that teacher assessment identity 
emerges.

It is our contention that when teachers assess more is in play than simply knowledge and 
skills. They may have knowledge of what is deemed effective practice, but not be confident in 
their enactment of such practice. They may have knowledge, and have confidence, but not 
believe that assessment processes are effective. Most importantly, based on their prior 
experiences and their context, they may consider that some assessment processes should 
not be a part of their role as teachers and in interactions with students. Teachers can, quite 
literally, have mixed feelings about assessment. (Looney et al. 2018, 14)

Re-imagining a more authentic assessment for pre-service teachers

This paper maps how staff of one post-primary concurrent ITE programme in the Republic 
of Ireland offered a multifaceted authentic or real-life assessment (Villarroel et al. 2018) for 
pre-service teachers to assist them in developing their teacher assessment identity. This 
authentic assessment was part of their response to the lack of sites of practice for their 
pre-service teachers during COVID-19 restrictions. The team conceptualised and devel-
oped TOP, the Teaching Online Programme, an initiative to introduce PSTs to the theory 
and practice of synchronous and asynchronous online teaching, learning, and assessment, 
via a structured and tutor-supported online peer-teaching experience (Enda et al. 2022). 
Underpinning TOP was the decision to prioritise the development of the PST’s identity as 
assessors (Doyle, Lysaght, and O’Leary 2021). A core objective of TOP was to place 
assessment in a central position of what it meant to be an effective and professional 
teacher and an intrinsic part of teaching and learning. The team recognised the complex-
ity of its task to foster the development of teachers who not only had a developed 
assessment literacy (Yueting and Brown 2016) but who were committed cognitively and 
affectively to making judgements and decisions to improve student learning (Looney 
et al. 2018). The programme did not just wish to fill the gap of sites of practice for PSTs but 
to take the opportunity to realise the integration of teacher assessment identity as 
a significant component in the development of the teacher (Smith 2016).

The team, drawing on the re-conceptualisation of teacher assessment identity pro-
posed by Looney et al. (2018), looked at the recent changes to assessment philosophy, 
processes, and practices proposed by the new Junior Cycle curriculum at lower secondary. 
We noted that the Teaching Council (2020a), the regulatory body for the teaching 
profession in the Republic of Ireland, had observed the need of the PST to be exposed, 
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where feasible, to engaging classes in the completion of the classroom-based assessment. 
The PST rarely had the opportunity to engage with this type of assessment on their school 
placement. Now with COVID-19 restrictions, they had no possibility of getting that 
opportunity. This opened us up a new threshold of entry to integrating the role of the 
assessor into our programme.

Teaching Online Programme (TOP)

In TOP, the PST prepared units of learning (previously named schemes of work), which 
included synchronous and asynchronous lessons, on the learning outcomes underpin-
ning a Junior Cycle CBA in Religious Education (RE). The Religious Education CBA asks 
a second-year lower secondary student to research and report on a person of commit-
ment whose religious beliefs or worldview have had a positive impact on the world, past 
and present. An intensive programme was developed (TOP EdTech) for PSTs to develop 
the technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge (Punya and Koehler 2006) neces-
sary for teaching and engaging in online settings; see Donlon et al. (2022) and Doyle et al. 
(2021) for further details. The current paper is focussed on how the setting of an assign-
ment in semester one on the Religious Education CBA scaffolded and modelled learning 
for the PST so that their beliefs and feelings about formative and summative assessment 
and how it works within their classroom were disturbed and challenged to view assess-
ment as more than certification (Herppich et al. 2018).

The authentic assessment

Part 1: designing a CBA from the perspective of post-primary second-year students
In collaborative groups of six, PSTs took on the role of second-year lower secondary pupils 
and responded to the Religious Education CBA by designing a report on a person of 
commitment. This report could be in any media form. The skill of working as a team and 
building a professional community of learning (Turner et al. 2018) was encouraged so that 
they would experience first-hand the power of learning in a collaborative group but also 
experience the challenges of teamwork. Each group had to decide on what person of 
commitment they would research and how they would present their report. They were 
given the four descriptors (Exceptional; Above Expectations; In line with expectations; Yet 
to meet expectations) and the Features of Quality as success criteria for the task. Through 
their engagement in the process, each PST built their understanding of the challenges 
a student encounters in choosing a person of commitment, dividing the workload with 
their group and keeping to deadlines. They experienced insights into the scaffolding and 
support needed to progress and expand the students’ ability to enquire, explore, reflect 
and research. They were challenged to rethink the importance of how the CBA allows for 
diverse interpretations, inclusion of all students, and how to build a universal design for 
learning (Rose and Meyer 2002).

Part 2: peer-evaluation of the CBA
Each group uploaded their report to the university’s Virtual Learning Environment 
(VLE). They were now asked to switch roles to that of teacher and to individually 
mark four of the uploaded CBAs using the descriptors and features of quality. They 
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were supported in this through lectures and workshops on understanding the 
standards necessary for each descriptor and how to engage in giving feedback 
from the Quality Criteria and rubrics. The focus for the PST was to put aside bias 
(Allal 2013) and to grade the learning that had taken place in this CBA. These 
individual judgements of standards were then uploaded to the VLE, along with 
feedback on each CBA.

Part 3: the subject learning and assessment review meeting
While still in teacher roles, each group now convened together in what is called an SLAR 
(Subject Learning and Assessment Review) meeting. Each group video recorded their 
meeting as they discussed the four CBAs and the standards they had offered as individual 
teachers. Importantly, they also had to discuss the learning that was needed in order to 
carry out this CBA and the scaffolding that would be offered by the teacher in their future 
teaching of this unit of learning. They were asked to come to an ‘on balance’ judgement 
based on the features of quality of that piece of work. The group then prepared further 
formative feedback on the CBAs they had assessed. Marks were adjusted accordingly.

Part 4: self-evaluation and reflection
PSTs were asked to write a 500-word reflection on the learning they had gained through 
the assignment and how it would impact their approach to developing their units of 
learning for TOP. They were asked to consider the formative and summative assessment 
checkpoints needed during the 4 weeks of teaching synchronous and asynchronous 
lessons.

Figure 1 highlights the different support offered to the PST for TOP and where the 
authentic assignment sits into the overall programme.

Figure 1. Teaching online programme preparation.
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Methodology

Our focus was to challenge PSTs’ previous thinking about assessment and cause them to 
revisit their pre-existing beliefs and feelings about the purposes of assessment while 
providing them with insight and preparation for formative assessment processes. On foot 
of approval from the University’s Research Ethics Committee (DCUREC/2021/008) data 
were collected from third-year PSTs. As the empirical component of this study took place 
during heightened national restrictions around travel and congregation due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the preferred methods for data collection (questionnaires and 
focus groups) were enacted via online means. Phase one of data collection began with 
students invited via an open email invitation to participate in an online questionnaire, 
which contained both open and closed questions. Online questionnaires have been noted 
for their ability to reach participants from a wide geographical area and for achieving 
quick returns (Lefever, Dal, and Matthíasdóttir 2007) which proved attractive in the light of 
ongoing pandemic restrictions at the time. Forty-nine responses were received from the 
cohort of 86 PSTs that were invited to participate. At the end of the online survey, 
participants were invited to click on a web link and enter their contact details in 
a separate form (thus preserving the anonymity in place for the online survey) if they 
were willing to engage in phase two of the study; this resulted in 12 students volunteering 
to partake in focus group interviews. The sample did not take account of demographic 
variables such as gender or age; the only common factor was that all were third-year 
students on the undergraduate ITE programme in question. Focus groups were chosen as 
a data collection method for their acknowledged ability to elicit a range of views, 
perspectives, or understandings of an issue, and because the interactions between 
participants can give rise to elaborated and detailed accounts (Braun and Clarke 2013). 
These focus groups were conducted using Zoom, an approach for undertaking qualitative 
research which has seen much utilisation and favourable experience during the pandemic 
(Wallace, Goodyear-Grant, and Bittner 2021). Following Lobe’s (2017) advice to keep 
synchronous online focus groups relatively small in size, PST participants were divided 
into three groups of four participants. Participants were assigned a pseudonym at the 
outset (e.g. FG3C) and used these throughout the interviews, with each focus group 
interview lasting between 45 and 60 min. Respondent validation (member checking) was 
utilised through sharing of the anonymised focus group transcripts with the group 
participants (Birt et al. 2016) prior to analysis.

The resultant transcripts from the focus groups and the open-ended responses from 
the online surveys were then imported into NVivo for analysis. Data analysis was con-
ducted by one member of the team in order to enhance consistency across the full 
dataset, and thus while inter-coder reliability was not required (C. MacPhail et al. 2016) 
a number of cross-checks of samples and decisions around coding took place as part of 
a weekly meeting of the project team with a view to contributing to trustworthiness. Data 
were coded using Thematic Analysis, which was chosen for its acknowledged suitability in 
identifying patterns across a dataset which can include data obtained from multiple 
methods – in our case, focus groups (Braun and Clarke 2013) and open-ended responses 
as part of online surveys (Braun et al. 2021). The first round of coding identified two 
overarching themes within the data: (1) ‘professional identity’ (students developing their 
professional identity) and (2) ‘the module’ (comments around the module). These were 
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then sub-divided into sub-themes through two further rounds of coding. For instance, the 
initial theme of ‘professional identity’ gave rise to 14 sub-themes which included ‘teach-
ing methods’, ‘professional identity as assessor’, and ‘planning for student learning’. In 
some cases, these sub-themes were further devolved into more specific sub-themes – see 
Table 1 (below) for a snapshot of this for theme 1 (professional identity) and sub-theme 
1.1 (teaching methods), taken from the project codebook:

For illustrative purposes, one example of data coded as ‘1.1.2 Collaborative Assessment 
(SLAR)’ is as follows:

FG3D:[18:23] As 3A said, it was different working as part of the groups and would give you an 
idea of the SLAR meeting. Also, it would help to provide justification and I found that when 
looking back one of my justifications was a bit weak compared to others. So, it gave me 
a better understanding of how I should be kind of approaching it

Trustworthiness of the research was enhanced through member-checking the focus 
group transcripts, the use of NVivo for analysis of the data, the use of multiple sources 
of data for triangulation, regular project meetings, and the careful compilation of 
a research audit trail (Elo et al. 2014).

Findings

In our promotion of a collaborative authentic assessment, across data from the focus groups 
and questionnaires, it was clear that engagement with a CBA is a complex process made up 
of a multiplicity of components. One pre-service teacher captured the voices of their 
classmates when they stated that ‘having a better understanding and knowledge of it has 
made me more confident in assessing it because I now know the required components of the 
CBA (Pre-service Teacher Questionnaire’ (PSTQ). Participants spoke about the CBA task itself 
and how it ‘put me in the mindset of the student completing a CBA’ (PSTQ). It helped them 
understand how they could support their students’ learning throughout the process: ‘I did 
feel like that was beneficial to get a student’s perspective and then into the teachers’ role’ 
(PSTQ). Data confirmed that through engagement in the CBA process, the pre-service teacher 
recognised the importance of what they were learning for their students, and it constantly 
placed them in the shoes of their students so that they began to ask questions such as ‘what 
did I learn from that’? (PSTQ). Initially, not all pre-service teachers welcomed the assignment 
and it challenged their beliefs and feelings about what this assessment was trying to do:

At the time, I thought it was irrelevant to make us do one because of how busy we were with 
all of our modules and preparation but it actually helped me immensely in regards to 
teaching placement (PSTQ)

Table 1. Sample of themes and sub-themes, extracted from project codebook.
No. of Student References

1. Professional Identity 
(Students developing their professional identity)

196

1.1 Teaching methods 41
1.1.1 Active and activity-based methods 13
1.1.2 Teacher exposition and talk 13
1.1.3 Student-led and relevant 7
1.1.4 Group and peer work 8
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The CBA task

The CBA task challenged the pre-service teacher’s knowledge and understanding: 

. . . .and it was only really when you got into working it and doing it, that a lot of what we were 
being asked to do made sense. It was hard because we had no conception of it beforehand 
and to really understand what they were asking us to do, it was only as you went through the 
process (Participant, Focus Group 3 G)

The participants noted that in the roll out of the new Junior Cycle, this was the first time 
that any teacher in Ireland had engaged with the Religious Education CBA, and thus it was 
new territory for both pre-service teachers, teacher educators, and teachers. The assign-
ment allowed them to recognise the intricacy of the CBA task and the challenge ‘in terms 
of building an understanding of what was required actually, because I think you can miss 
things yourself and then to hear somebody else’s voice that really kind of helps your 
understanding’ (FG3B). There was an acknowledgement that engaging with the task 
assisted with building the self-efficacy of the PST through knowledge and understanding, 
but also gaining an insight into the roles played by the teacher and student in an 
assessment process: ‘it has made me intimately aware of the process involved, the work-
load of students and teachers and the assessment format’ (PSTQ).

PSTs recognised that traditional sites of teacher placement would not have offered the 
chance to ‘delve into the CBAs in as much detail’ (FG3E) and ‘because now I know the full 
inside and out of how I would do a CBA’ (FG3F), and so they know ‘how to guide students 
through this process’ (PSTQ). There was a growing awareness amongst the pre-service 
teachers that this assessment process demanded the development of many skills and 
competences that they had not previously thought about: ‘I think this year it has really 
sunk in just how many skills are required, how many ways of thinking on different fronts 
are needed at the same time’ (FG3G).

Within the CBA process, pre-service teachers highlighted how the task challenged their 
understanding of how to present a report beyond pen and paper. They discovered how 
‘the use of technology and the different approaches that can be used, with a large variety 
available’ (PSTQ), can open up more creative and innovative experiences of learning. The 
introduction to the complexity of assessing creativity and the skills that underpin it gave 
one pre-service teacher pause to think about the unpredictability of what a student might 
produce in the CBA:

I think the creativity side of it . . . how do you teach creativity? How do you assess creativity? 
But it’s actually such a skill that is developed throughout your life, you know, and I think to be 
doing it early on with students, you don’t know what they’re going to come out with, do you 
know what I mean?. . .So, I think bringing all those strengths together I think is a really 
powerful kind of side, the CBA that’s not tested in a summative approach (PSTQ)

Evaluating the CBA

PSTs had to individually evaluate four CBA reports using Features of Quality and apply 
a descriptor to the report. They described how working through the Features of Quality 
offered them the opportunity to gain insight into the process of evaluating a piece of 
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work: ‘it has shown me there are different ways in approaching a CBA and that the four 
features of quality are a good guideline in relation to being an assessor’ (FG3D).

One PST’s questionnaire response captured their surprise that Features of Quality even 
existed:

Yeah, it definitely built my understanding a bit more in terms of there’s a prescribed template 
that you have to work towards instead of just looking at a piece of work and then going based 
solely on your own opinion, you know your own intuition or viewpoint of what is good, bad 
or indifferent . . . I didn’t really realise that at the start. So, I thought they were good to have 
these as a base (3 H)

However, the process of evaluating brought many challenges to the fore, and they 
highlighted the difficulty of bias, standards, and concerns about the fallout in their 
relationships. In relation to bias, the participants noted that ‘I think it did help to awaken 
if you had a bias because it was not your preference but if they had done the job well’ 
(PSTQ). The fact that they knew the people they were evaluating, some of whom were 
their friends, encouraged them to address these feelings and work to put these aside and 
focus on the assignment. They will have to do a similar movement with marking students’ 
assignments in the future and bring their focus away from the affective side to the actual 
assignment alone.

I was questioning the idea of . . . because I knew some of the people who actually made the 
CBAs and you know you can get your heart strings pulled because you’re like, ‘oh I don’t want 
to give that person a particular mark’ or ‘I feel weird if I give them a very high mark because 
I know them and I don’t want to be biased’ but . . . (3B)

Pre-service teachers recognised that 

it would be the same in a classroom if you get on particularly well with a student and you 
think well, I know they worked really hard but at the end of the day have they actually met the 
criteria

. The evaluation process forced the PST to confront their feelings and recognise that ‘well 
I like these students’ or ‘I like this particular one’, or ‘personally I found this really 
impressive’ (3 G), but a judgement had to be made, and a descriptor had to be given.

I found that was actually the biggest challenge for me. I didn’t mind working in the groups 
but having to assess each other you know you were putting yourself out on the line there 
even with your own group (FG3B)

The real question of whether this assessment might affect their future relationships 
because ‘you’re good friends with these people and you don’t want to . . . judge’ (FG3C) 
brought them right into the complexity of feelings in relation to assessing those you have 
a relationship with. For others, they had a different perspective and reported ‘It was 
actually quite fun in that sense because nobody was taking anything personally and it was 
very much focused on the work and I thought it was a great experience’ (FG3G).

There was evidence in data that there was an awakening understanding of standards 
and at times the complexity of applying these levels.

I think for me actually conducting the CBA made me think more about what I would expect 
from my students or any CBA that I was assessing, the kind of level that I would expect them 
to have in each aspect of it in order to receive each descriptor (PSTQ)
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At times, they found the four Features of Quality not detailed enough, and they had to 
contemplate what criteria made up each descriptor:

One thing that we did find as a whole group was kind of how broad the grading rubric was . . . . 
but just in general trying to use it was quite difficult because there’s three sections for each 
descriptor and you might have a CBA that meets a broad expectation in terms of their research 
but then their reflection doesn’t even meet ‘In line with expectations’. We struggled to kind of 
decide where does that fall, do you have to bring it the whole way down to ‘In line with 
expectations’ or can you put it somewhere in between (FG3E)

The question of standards also came into play in relation to the fact that the CBAs 
were examples of Third Level pre-service teachers’ work. Some of the participants 
found this challenging at first as they expected the standard of the work to be very 
high: ‘we had 3rd level examples of the CBAs and it was hard to evaluate how that 
would actually correlate to second year students, what should be expected from 
them’. Despite the expectation that they had that their peers’ CBA reports would all 
meet ‘Above Expectations’ or ‘Exceptional’, and ‘are going to be good, and everybody 
should have met a decent level in their CBA’ (FG3E), this was not the reality and many 
were evaluated at ‘In line with expectations’. The process of evaluating highlighted to 
the pre-service teachers’ components in the task that they had not observed or 
focussed on:

I found that there were things that we missed as a group and that didn’t appear . . . .but you 
could see it was great to have made a few mistakes because then you could go back and 
show students, look, this is a CBA example but there’s stuff missing (FG3B)

The Subject Learning and Assessment Review Meeting (SLAR)

The recorded SLAR meeting was reported by pre-service teachers to be the most bene-
ficial to them in their role as assessors.

The process of evaluating the CBAs as a team at the SLAR meeting, based on the descriptors, 
was very helpful in understanding how to measure the success of the work in meeting the 
descriptors. It helped to identify the areas we missed as a team in producing a CBA and 
therefore fed into the understanding of the process for teaching (PSTQ)

One of the highlights for them was being able to understand where your standards were 
in relation to others in the group: ‘the SLAR meeting element really helped with the 
assessment in the sense that it helped you to gauge yourself against other people and 
how they assess’ (FG3G). The whole process of being part of a group and assessing as 
a group was particularly helpful for participants who thought it was:

quite complex in nature because people are giving their opinions and you need to respect 
their opinions when they are grading the piece. To absorb that idea of like, will I compromise 
to a certain degree and that use of teamwork was quite good and also to see actually how 
CBAs are graded for when we were going into school, I thought that was quite beneficial 
(FG3A)

Added to this, pre-service teachers reported that listening to others, hearing different 
arguments for different selections of levels, and having to contribute to the discussion 
assisted in helping each person ‘keep in line with what I was missing’ (PSTQ) and ‘fed into 
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the understanding of the process for teaching’ (PSTQ). Some of the discussions were 
‘heated’ (PSTQ) as the group were ‘very opinionated’ (PSTQ) but most groups agreed that 
they were ‘able to come to a fair and concise decision on each CBA’ (PSTQ) and ‘it was 
a good experience to do because we were teachers in a semi-live situation’ (PSTQ).

Repeatedly, participants were noticing the application of this assignment to their 
practice in the classroom and this encouraged them to be able to justify their descriptor 
decisions:

It would help to provide justification and I found that when looking back one of my 
justifications was a bit weak compared to others. So, it gave me a better understanding of 
how I should be approaching it or what details I should be looking out for when correcting it 
along with following the guidelines (FG3D)

The SLAR meeting also gave participants insights as to how it ‘was just helpful to under-
stand the way people approach CBAs’ (PSTQ) and the influence of areas of interest such as 
their elective subjects in the reports. They emphasised that their students would be able 
to tap into their own interests and allow them a freedom that summative assessment 
would not usually allow:

So, it really did pull upon strengths in terms of, if you’re into art and you focus on the 
aesthetics side in CBA and you were putting in visuals . . . .So, I think bringing all those 
strengths together I think is a really powerful kind of side of the CBA that’s not tested in 
a summative approach (PSTQ)

Working in a team

The support of the group for the pre-service teacher in this time of isolation (as a result of 
COVID-19 restrictions) was notable:

The most rewarding aspect was probably having a very supportive and encouraging group to 
work with. As we are all working from home and not seeing our peers or any students, it was 
always nice to have the assigned group to touch base with them (FG3D)

One difficulty described was working with a team that was clearly ‘unmotivated, disin-
terested and doing the bare minimum to get by’ (PSTQ) and this ‘made the hard worker 
extremely frustrated’ (PSTQ). Another comment portrays the clear purposes of assessment 
held by some pre-service teachers who value an assignment by the grade they will 
receive: ‘there were members of my group who weren’t interested in creating the CBA 
as it was “not worth any marks”. This left me with a huge workload and didn’t allow us to 
properly experience the process’ (PSTQ). For the first iteration of this assignment, the pre- 
service teacher did not receive a standalone grade for this assignment, but it was included 
in the overall mark for their placement. The TOP team wished to disturb their valuing of 
what is measured alone. However, over the following years, the team recognised the 
significant work that the pre-service teachers put into this assignment and its ongoing 
merits, and thus now 20% of their grade for TOP is given to this assignment. Finding time 
to meet on Zoom, other work pressures, coping in one’s own life, and working with 
opinionated people all added to the challenge of teamwork.
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Reflection

Pre-service teachers reflected on the learning this assignment had offered them. 
Interestingly, they had little to report on this element of the assignment and as one pre- 
service teacher argued: ‘reflecting on the CBA can be difficult when you are working by 
yourself in an online space’ (PSTQ). From the assignment, it was evident that they found 
reflection on their learning difficult to navigate and will need further scaffolding in the 
future. Some of their reflections commented on how ‘it has allowed me to develop my 
critical thinking skills and has given me experience in grading CBAs’ (PSTQ) and another 
PST reported:

The CBA process, in relation to being an assessor, has greatly contributed to my teaching 
career. Having an active and practical assignment here, allowed me to see what it is going to 
be like when I have to grade real CBAs. It also showed me how to work when in a SLAR 
meeting, how to get points across, analyse other teachers’ decisions, working as a team, etc 
(FG3B)

It helped them realise the complexity of assessing in relation to the workload, the format 
of the assessment, and even the development of the multiple skills for both teacher and 
students. It also challenged many of the pre-service teachers’ thoughts, beliefs, and 
feelings about assessment:

So, I think the role of the teacher and we were always being told how important it is, but 
I think this year it has really sunk in just how many skills are required, how many thinking on 
different fronts at the same time (FG3G)

One important insight gained from this assignment was the recognition of what the 
formative assessment process entailed in engaging with the CBA and the support and 
scaffolding it offers each student: ‘it allows for formative feedback to be given on a daily or 
weekly basis, so each student is constantly improving in all types of standards. It is also 
inclusive’ (PSTQ).

Discussion

The findings above offer many important insights on the complexity of developing a pre- 
service teacher’s assessment identity and in particular challenging their beliefs and 
feelings about assessment. TAI is a continuum of growth, affected by not only policies 
and the various sites of practice for the pre-service teacher but by personal experiences 
both past and present (Day et al. 2006). Connelly and Clandinin (1999) describe this 
identity as the narratives that teachers create to explain themselves and their work. The 
challenge that ITE providers face is to create a space whereby the narratives that the pre- 
service teacher tells themselves about effective teaching and learning include the inte-
gration of the importance of assessment and its purposes. To take on this challenge, the 
current paper argues that:

(a) The centralising of assessment, alongside teaching and learning, within the ITE 
programme assists in comprehending the complexity of the purposes of 
assessment.
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(b) Authentic assessment assignments offer a process for disrupting and problematis-
ing assessment beliefs and feelings of pre-service teachers.

(c) Peer collaboration is an important tenet in developing TAI.

These are now discussed further.

The centralising of assessment

Initial Teacher Educators across the world confront many opportunities and challenges in 
relation to building a programme that encourages the emergence of a professional teacher 
whose focus is on students’ education (Biesta 2014) and achievement (Steinmayr et al. 2014). 
Amidst the multiplicity of influences, the importance of comprehending the significance of 
TAI (Looney et al. 2018) is emerging as an essential component of PSTs’ development. The 
centralising of TAI encourages the deciphering of not only the purposes of assessment 
(Young, MacPhail, and Tannehill 2022) and assessment literacy (Yueting and Brown 2016), 
but also (and especially) how the beliefs and feelings of teachers function in making 
pedagogical judgements and decisions in the classroom (DeLuca et al. 2013). Recent research 
has highlighted the need for teacher educators themselves to upskill their assessment literacy 
(Young, MacPhail, and Tannehill 2022). ITE programmes must also recognise that beyond 
assessment literacy, PSTs’ experiences of assessment are complex and need a space to be 
problematised and disrupted, a space where they can re(discover) and re(experience) the 
power of assessment as a support for learning (Black and Wiliam 1998). Such a space may 
allow the PST to develop TAI that works in favour of their students and have an appreciation 
of how opposing purposes of assessment can cause them tension (Hopfenbeck 2018).

One of the dominant discourses about assessment, which views the purpose of 
assessment as one of the measurement of learning (Boud 2022; Price et al. 2008) 
was evident in the findings of this study. PSTs at times only valued what could be 
measured and discounted anything that did not offer them a mark that contrib-
uted to their certification (Knight 2002). The bigger picture of how a particular 
assignment or piece of work can contribute to their overall personal learning and 
development was viewed as a ‘waste of time’. For some PSTs, the nature of 
assessment was reduced to evaluation. Yambi and Yambi (2020) define the pur-
pose of an evaluation as judging the merit or quality of a process against 
a standard. Assessment values the support a teacher offers a student in providing 
quality feedback that will move learning forwards in the future. TOP desired to 
offer PSTs the importance of both approaches but to recognise that whilst both 
evaluation and assessment collect ‘data about a performance or work product, 
what is done with these data in each process is substantially different and invokes 
a very different mindset’ (Yambi and Yambi 2020, 1). The evaluation approach 
encourages students to compare each other based on a mark or number and 
juxtaposing one thing in relation to another and thus something is defined 
through what it is not (Colebrook 2002). This type of evaluation on its own favours 
a static understanding rather than seeing a student in the process of change, flux, 
and becoming. Engaging with the process of formative assessment embraces the 
uniqueness of the student’s learning and celebrates what the philosophers Deleuze 
and Guattari (1987) conceive as ‘difference in kind’ rather than ‘difference in 
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degree’. Assessment is viewed not as a final definition of who the student is but 
creates the space for disturbing the acceptance of that final grade as if that was 
the only way things could be for a student. Formative assessment opens 
a dimension of possibility, mystery, and unpredictability.

An authentic assignment

Preparing a PST for this unpredictability and diversity in the classroom demands a new 
approach to assignments in teacher education (Darling-Hammond 2000). Villarroel et al. 
(2018) propose a transformation from a culture of objective and standardised tests that 
are focused on measuring portions of atomised knowledge, towards a more complex and 
comprehensive assessment of knowledge and higher-order skills. The authentic assess-
ment integrates realism, contextualisation, and problematisation. It is defined as ‘a form of 
assessment in which students are asked to perform real world tasks that demonstrate 
meaningful application of essential knowledge and skills’ (Mueller 2005, 1). The PSTs 
asserted that engagement with this assignment highlighted the complex process that 
was involved in engaging with a CBA and the many skills it drew upon to ensure that 
students were able to explore, explain, and reflect on further action. The application of 
this learning to their classroom was one of the strongest benefits of this task, and the need 
to draw on Learning Outcomes, scaffold learning further for students through success 
criteria, rubrics, and clarity around descriptors, formed their comprehension around such 
assessment practices.

Building TAI through peer collaboration

The engagement with a more ‘authentic’ assessment assignment offered PSTs the ben-
efits of working in a diverse group of peers and expanding their learning (Bohemia and 
Davison 2012). The collaborative groups engaged in problematising the real world 
problem of the CBA, which assisted with their critical and social skills, becoming auton-
omous learners, and engaging in the very diversity of each other’s perception develop-
ment (Boud 1995; Gayo-Avello and Fernández-Cuervo 2003). In Ireland, the Teaching 
Council’s vision for school placement is ‘underpinned by a shared professional under-
standing that collaborative engagement with school placement provides professional 
learning opportunities for all involved’ (2020b, 17). Collaborative assignments help to 
prepare the PST for engagement in professional learning communities. The findings also 
highlighted the difficulties of engaging in teamwork in ITE and the human problems of 
those who are unmotivated and do not engage. The study evidenced that peer assess-
ment assisted in challenging previous feelings and beliefs about assessment purposes 
and standards when the team were willing to engage in truthful dialogue and discussion. 
The climate or culture of the group to take this risk was an important insight into the 
findings for both ITE and for their engagement with future teacher collaborative groups in 
schools. With this openness to listen, learn, and liaise, the PST can develop an expanded 
learning not only of their assessment literacy but also of their conceptions around the CBA 
and formative assessment.
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Conclusion

During Covid-19, the TOP team re-envisioned the centrality of assessment in their ITE 
programme. This study focussed on how one assignment tried to interrupt and 
challenge PSTs’ previous beliefs and feelings about assessment and build their 
assessment identity (Yueting and Brown 2016). It evidenced through the four com-
ponents of the assignment that PSTs furthered their experience in how both for-
mative and summative assessments might work together in support of not only their 
own learning but that of their students. The authentic assignment expanded assess-
ment literacy through peer collaboration but also demonstrated the importance of 
understanding the multiple purposes and functions of assessment. Challenging the 
assessment beliefs and feelings of PSTs through the assignment cannot be a once-off 
experience but works on a continuum of learning (Lysaght and O’Leary 2013). 
Teacher educators

may need to include in the curriculum scenarios that are both cognitively challenging and 
emotionally appealing (e.g., how do you assess a hard-working student whose work is poor 
quality and a lazy student whose work is high quality) so that PSTs will reflect upon their own 
conceptions and practices of assessment (Yueting and Brown 2016, 29)

The findings from the current study reinforce this idea and propose that the development 
of TAI is highly complex and therefore its many components need to be endorsed 
throughout the ITE programme.

Notwithstanding these generally positive findings, a number of study limitations and 
areas for further research arise from the current paper. First, this paper has focused solely 
on the voices of PSTs, and there is merit in undertaking a similar analysis of the percep-
tions and experiences of tutors that engaged in TOP. Second, further investigation should 
be undertaken with regard to the use and role of digital technologies for the assessment 
and collaborative processes explored in the current paper and the potentials this may 
bring for these activities as we move into post-pandemic times. The process of reflective 
practice for PSTs needs further scaffolding and thought. Finally, an exploration of how to 
further connect the online component of TOP with school-based settings should be 
undertaken with a view to further preparing these PSTs for the classrooms that await 
them.
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