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Practicum poses great challenges for pre-service teachers who learn to assess

because their conceptions of assessment (CoAs) may undergo dramatic changes.

This multiple-case study reports on how three pre-service teachers’ CoA changed

over practicum at a primary school in China. Findings show that pre-service teachers’

CoAs have experienced a rapid change from a superficial perception of assessment

for academic achievement and moral character development to a more comprehensive

understanding of varied assessment purposes, constructs in assessment criteria,

feedback, fairness in classroom assessment, and students’ involvement in and

engagement with assessment. A range of factors are found to have exerted varying

degrees of influence on these conception changes, such as personal factor (i.e.,

agency in assessment), experiential factors [i.e., school-based assessment practices,

interactions with students, and (anti-)apprenticeship of observation about assessment],

and contextual factors (i.e., mentoring, classroom reality, school assessment culture, and

national assessment policy). These findings are discussed in terms of how these changes

are diverse but limited, as well as how the mediating factors have exerted differentiated

influences in positive or negative ways. This paper concludes with implications for

research on teachers’ CoAs and professional development for assessment literacy.

Keywords: practicum, pre-service teachers, conceptions of assessment, conception change, teacher assessment

literacy

INTRODUCTION

Against the background of the increasing accountability of student learning and the rising
importance of assessment for learning across school levels and contexts, there is a pressing need for
preparing assessment-literate teachers (DeLuca et al., 2016; Popham, 2018). In China, teachers are
placed within tensions between a strong testing tradition that used high-stakes exams for selection
and ranking purposes (Carless, 2011; Chen and Brown, 2018) and liberal educational reforms
featuring assessment for learning [Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (MOE),
2011, 2017]. Such tensions indicate that preparing assessment-literate teachers is by no means
an easy task. In teacher education programs, pre-service teachers are expected to learn to assess
through courses and practicum. Specifically, they need to expand assessment knowledge, reflect
upon their conception of assessments (CoAs), enact their assessment practices, and bridge the gap
between theory and practice of assessment (Cheng et al., 2010; Hill and Eyers, 2016). Thus, learning
to assess is one of the most important yet challenging tasks for pre-service teachers.
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During the practicum, “one of the most important aspects of
a teacher education program” (Farrell, 2008, p. 226), pre-service
teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning are subject to
changes through various field experiences (Lawson et al., 2015).
Various activities and people are also found to have played a part
in this changing process, including mentoring from university
professors and associate teachers in the field schools and pre-
service teachers’ classroom observations and teaching practices
(Anderson and Stillman, 2013; Izadinia, 2013, 2016; Lawson et al.,
2015). Research on how pre-service teachers’ CoA change during
practicum is regrettably scarce.

In teacher education programs, pre-service teachers’ CoAs are
found to have changed after they start learning to assess (Smith
et al., 2014). Importantly, how teachers conceptualize assessment
is found to influence their uptake of assessment knowledge
and implementation of assessment practices (Brookhart, 2011;
Deneen and Boud, 2014; Barnes et al., 2015; Fulmer et al.,
2015). Despite growing recognition of the importance and
dynamics of teachers’ CoA, the processes and patterns of pre-
service teachers’ CoA change during practicum have not been
adequately explored. To address this gap, this study aims to
explore pre-service teachers’ CoA changes over practicum and
the influential factors of this changing process by drawing on
three Chinese prospective teachers’ cases. Specifically, the focus
on the changing processes of these teachers’ CoA can generate
useful insights into the complexities of pre-service teachers’
assessment literacy development. Such insights can provide
implications for teacher education programs in terms of how
to maximize the outcome of practicum in promoting teacher
assessment literacy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Understanding of Pre-service Teachers’
CoA
In this paper, CoA refers to “a teacher’s understanding of the
nature and purpose of how students’ learning is examined, tested,
evaluated, or assessed” (Brown and Gao, 2015, p. 4). Given
that teachers’ CoA functions as an interpretive and guiding
framework to take in assessment knowledge and as a potent
mediator of assessment planning and practice within contextual
tensions (Fulmer et al., 2015; Deneen and Brown, 2016; Xu and
Brown, 2016), continually expanding and deepening CoA is an
essential prerequisite for being an assessment-literate teacher.
Compared with the bulk of research on in-service teachers’
CoA, studies on pre-service teachers’ CoA mainly converge on
three themes.

The first theme mainly focused on teachers’ conceptions of
assessment (CoA) purposes (e.g., Winterbottom et al., 2008;
Deluca and Klinger, 2010; Brown and Remesal, 2012; Chen
and Brown, 2013; Deluca et al., 2013a). For instance, using the
Teachers’ Conceptions of Assessment (TCoA) inventory for a
cross-cultural comparison between pre-service teachers in New
Zealand and in Spain, Brown and Remesal (2012) established
a model for pre-service teachers’ CoA, which comprises five
different assessment purposes. Given the context-dependent

nature of CoA, the results of this study cannot be generalized to
other contexts (e.g., China).

The second theme mainly used surveys to investigate what
CoAs are like at a certain point within the teacher education
programs (see a review by Bonner, 2016). For example, Chen
and Brown (2013) found that Chinese pre-service teachers in
their first 3 years of teacher education conceived assessment
purposes as four intercorrelated factors, that is, diagnose and
formative, irrelevant, control, and life character. Although these
studies have generated useful insights into the complexities of
pre-service teachers’ CoA in China, they did not explore the
nuances of pre-service teachers’ CoA changes as part of their
professional development.

The third theme mainly explored how CoA changes are
related to effectiveness of explicit assessment training in teacher
education programs (e.g., Chen, 2005; Deluca and Klinger,
2010), based on which to identify effective pedagogical strategies
for facilitating pre-service teachers’ conceptual changes about
assessment (Deluca et al., 2013b). Regrettably, little is known
about the role of practicum in pre-service teachers’ CoA.

Context-Dependent and Dynamic Nature
of Pre-service Teachers’ CoA
What pre-service teachers’ CoAs are like is a recurring theme
of research in this line. An analysis of prior research generates
two features of pre-service teachers’ CoA. First, it is context
dependent. Pre-service teachers’ CoAs vary not only across
different cultural and policy contexts (e.g., New Zealand vs.
Spain) (Brown and Remesal, 2012) but also across putatively
similar policy contexts (e.g., China vs. Egypt) (Chen and Brown,
2013; Gebril and Brown, 2014) as well as different levels of
schooling in the same context (e.g., primary vs. secondary
schools in Spain) (Remesal, 2007). For instance, while pre-
service teachers in New Zealand and Spain regard the primary
assessment purpose as improving both teaching and learning
(Brown and Remesal, 2012), Chinese pre-service teachers mostly
endorse the control-oriented purpose of assessment (i.e., using
assessment to control teachers’ work and students’ daily behavior)
(Chen and Brown, 2013). The differences in pre-service teachers’
CoA can be attributed to different cultural norms, assessment
policy priorities, and assessment courses offered (Brown and
Remesal, 2012).

Second, it is dynamic, constantly changing along with
teachers’ learning experience (Winterbottom et al., 2008; Brown,
2011; Brown and Remesal, 2012). To be specific, their CoAs
arise from their experiences of being assessed as learners and
then change along the process of teacher education (Hill and
Eyers, 2016). Particularly, their experiences of apprenticeship of
observation (i.e., learning about teaching subconsciously through
observing their own teachers’ teaching) (Lortie, 1975) largely
influence pre-service teachers’ initial conceptions and account for
their teaching practice (Knapp, 2012; Boyd et al., 2013). Negative
experiences of apprenticeship of observation can serve as “anti-
apprenticeship of observation” (Moodie, 2016, p. 29), as pre-
service teachers can learn a lesson from their teachers about what
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not to do as teachers. Besides, as a result of teacher education, pre-
service teachers’ CoA shifted from limited understanding about
summative assessment (Graham, 2005; Brown, 2011; Smith et al.,
2014) toward an increased recognition of formative assessment
(Deluca and Klinger, 2010; Deluca et al., 2013a; Smith et al.,
2014).

To understand the trajectory of pre-service teachers’ CoA
change during practicum, we extend our review to research
on their general conception change in this period. Pre-service
teachers’ various conception changes about teaching and learning
during the practicum (see a review by Lawson et al., 2015) can
be attributed to their interactions with university supervisors,
peer student teachers, students, associate teachers, and other
teachers from the field schools (Stuart and Thurlow, 2000; Ng
et al., 2010). The interactions vary in forms, including daily
communication, classroom observation, and regular meetings.
Classroom teaching can also exert an influence on pre-service
teachers’ conception change (Borg, 1999) through both their
critical reflection (Farrell, 2007) and their engagement in lesson
planning activities (Stuart and Thurlow, 2000).

In addition to these external factors, teacher agency is found to
play an essential role in conception change (Barcelos and Kalaja,
2011). Agency, “the capacity of people to act purposefully and
reflectively on their world” (Rogers and Wetzel, 2013, p. 63), is
achieved and mediated by social interactions within contextual
conditions (Priestley et al., 2012). During the practicum, pre-
service teachers’ conception changes are found to benefit from
their agentic engagement with others, critical thinking, and
reflection (Yuan and Lee, 2014). The exercise of teacher agency
on their conception change is also found to be constrained by
various external factors, such as prescribed syllabus, entrenched
classroom practices, and insufficient mentoring (Tang et al., 2012;
Yuan and Lee, 2014; Yuan, 2016).

To recap, although these studies have identified sociocultural
factors that contribute to pre-service teachers’ general conception
change during practicum, whether the influence of these
factors can be generalized to pre-service teachers’ CoA change
has remained unclear. Given that pre-service teachers’ CoA
changes during practicum are underexplored, the present study
intends to address this research gap by answering the following
two questions:

RQ1: What are the CoAs among pre-service teachers before
and after practicum?
RQ2: What are the influential factors to these changes?

METHODOLOGY

Research Context and Participants
This study was conducted with participants from a 4-year English
teacher education program at a university in China. Within the
teacher education curriculum, two courses related to assessment
were offered to pre-service teachers, namely, Language Testing
and Evaluation and English Language Teaching [see more basic
information in Appendix A (Supplementary Material)]. In the
fourth year, pre-service teachers were assigned to different
schools for a 6-week practicum. Each practicum team was

supervised by one university professor and their respective
associate teachers in the field school. The associate teachers
assumed the primary responsibility for supporting and evaluating
pre-service teacher’s performance during practicum, whereas the
university professor regularly visited the field school to observe
teaching and give advice.

Participants in this study were from the same practicum team
in a primary school located in Guangzhou, China. Responding
to the quality education policy [(Ministry of Education of
the People’s Republic of China (MOE), 2010)], the constructs
in evaluation criteria for the quality of primary education
have changed from students’ academic examination results and
enrollment quotas to students’ moral character1 development,
academic achievement, physical and mental health, interest
and specialty, and academic workload [Ministry of Education
of the People’s Republic of China (MOE), 2013]. Against the
background of China’s long history of high-stakes examinations
and contemporary policy priority in formative assessment (Xiao,
2017), primary schools are expected to effectively combine
formative and summative assessments. According to English
Curriculum Standards [Ministry of Education of the People’s
Republic of China (MOE), 2011], the priority of formative
assessment is to encourage students’ active participation
in learning and to enhance students’ self-confidence, while
summative assessment is oriented to testing students’ integrated
language skills and ability to use language.

Altogether six pre-service teachers voluntarily participated
in this study. During the practicum, they mainly observed the
teaching of their associate teachers and taught a few lessons when
ready. According to the schedule, the pre-service teachers did
not engage in preparing students for high-stakes examinations
such as the final exam. During our visits to the field school,
we observed lessons of all six teachers, attended their group
meetings, talked with them, and interviewed them, which
ensured the collection of complete sets of data and a thorough
understanding of their practicum experience. Due to space
limitations, however, this study reports cases of three focal male
participants, namely, Zhao, Qian, and Sun (all pseudonyms).
The main reason for this selection is that the data from these
three cases are the richest and the most representative among all
six cases, which can adequately address the research questions.
Demographic information about the three pre-service teachers
and their associate teachers is provided in Table 1. Before the
study commenced, ethical approval was obtained from the
university, and written consent forms were obtained from the
field school and the three participants.

Data Collection and Analysis
Table 2 specifies the data source, collection procedures, and
information elicited from each set of data. At the beginning
of the practicum, a focus group interview was conducted
to understand participants’ initial CoA. As an informal but
structured group discussion, the focus group interview is more

1Moral character refers to the stable and consistent characteristics and inclination

about moral principles and norms (New Century Chinese–English Dictionary,

2016).
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information of the participants and associate teachers.

Participants Gender Associate teachers Gender Grade level

taught in

practicum

Zhao Male Ms. Cao Female 3

Qian Male Ms. Liu Female 5

Sun Male Mr. Zhou (Week 1)

Mr. Liang (Weeks 2–6)a
Male 5

aA Grade 3 teacher (Mr. Zhou) was assigned to be Sun’s associate teacher during the

first week. Then a Grade 5 teacher (Mr. Liang) was reassigned to be his new associate

teacher for the rest of the practicum.

suitable for pre-service teachers who had only tacit knowledge
about an insensitive but rarely discussed topic. After the
practicum, individual interviews were conducted to explore
their new CoAs and their influential factors. For participants
who have accumulated enough experience of assessment
during practicum, individual interviews would provide more
opportunities for sharing their personal experiences and thoughts
in detail without interruptions or intervention (Merriam and
Tisdell, 2015; Salmons, 2015). It is also important to clarify
that the supplementary data (i.e., classroom observations and
documents) were collected not only to situate the present study in
the context of CoA and assessment practice but also to tailor the
individual interview protocol to participants [see data references
in Appendix C (Supplementary Material)]. The triangulation of
multiple data sources can warrant the reliability of the study and
allow for a holistic and cohesive interpretation of participants’
conceptions and practice (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015).

The analyses of data followed Merriam’s (1998) case study
analysis and Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) coding strategies.
There were two stages of analysis: within-case analysis and cross-
case analysis. For within-case analysis, we considered the cases
individually, focusing specifically on their CoA before and after
the practicum and the influential factors. During this stage, both
open coding and axial coding were used for each set of data.

Classroom Observations and Documents

The analysis of the two sets of data followed five steps.
First, we watched the videotapes, summarized the classroom
activities, and enriched the class observation sheets with the
aid of the researchers’ field notes. Second, the summaries were
scrutinized, from which assessment activities (e.g., feedback
delivery) were extracted from the videotapes and then fully
transcribed. Third, these transcripts, the original videotapes,
and the classroom observation sheets were double-checked to
avoid any possible loss of information. Fourth, open coding
was employed to investigate the participants’ assessment literacy
enacted in practice. We then used axial coding to group
the codes into categories (while also being open to other
emerging/recurrent categories). Participants were invited to
check and comment on these codes, categories, and quotes before
the individual interviews. The refined categories include (a)
course materials used in assessment activities; (b) features and
purposes of assessment activities; (c) teacher questioning; (d)
feedback delivery; and (e) students’ participation and response.

TABLE 2 | Data collection.

Data source Details Information

elicited

MAIN DATA

Focus group interview

(see Appendix B in

Supplementary Material)

1. Conducted at the very

beginning of the practicum;

2. In Chinese;

3. 1 h;

4. Audio-recorded;

5. Participants took turns to

share their conception of

purposes and methods

of assessment

Participants’

initial conception

of assessment

(CoA)

Classroom observations

(see Appendix D in

Supplementary Material)

1. Conducted during the last

week of the practicum;

2. 40-min open class for each

participant;

3. Videotaped;

4. Researchers took notes and

filled class observation sheets

Participants’

assessment

literacy in

practice

Semi-structured

individual interviews (see

Appendix C in

Supplementary Material)

1. Conducted after the

practicum;

2. In Chinese;

3. 1 to 1.5 h for each participant;

4. Audio-recorded;

5. Participants reflected on their

classroom observation sheets

and classroom teaching

videos;

6. Participants shared their

current CoA, perceptions of

their assessment practices,

and how their CoA was

influenced by their

educational background and

practicum experiences

Participants’

new CoA and

the influential

factors to CoA

changes

SUPPLEMENTARY DATA

Lesson plans 1. Collected during the

practicum;

2. Lesson plans for teachers’

open classes

Participants’

assessment

plans

Classroom observation

sheets

1. Designed by the researchers;

2. Focused on classroom

assessment practices;

3. Collected during the

practicum;

4. Filled by participants while

observing their associate

teachers’ classroom teaching;

5. Checked and enriched after

the class by the participants

Participants’

perceptions of

their associate

teachers’

assessment

practice;

Possible

influence of

associate

teachers on

participants’

CoA change

Last, this set of data was compared with the participants’ lesson
plans to identify whether there was any discrepancy between the
pre-service teachers’ plans and actual practices of assessment.

Focus Group and Individual Interviews

The audio recordings of these interviews were carefully
transcribed verbatim in Chinese by the second author and then
sent back to the participants for member checking. Then the
modified transcripts were translated into English by the second
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author and later sent to the first author to check for any possible
loss of meaning in the translation process.

The category construction process started with open coding,
which was independently conducted by the two researchers.
The unit of analysis was a sentence or group of sentences that
informed a single meaning or message. Only those segments of
the data identified as relevant to teachers’ CoA or influential
factors to CoA changes were considered in this process. Next,
axial coding was employed to group the codes that emerged
in this process. During the process of naming and categorizing
codes, we referred to the prior literature and remained open
to new codes and categories emerging from the data [see
sample coding in Appendix E (Supplementary Material)].
Participants were also invited to conduct member checking. All
coder disagreements were reconciled through discussion and
negotiation until a consensus was reached. Six categories related
to CoA changes emerged, and after being compared with prior
studies, they were named as followed: (a) assessment purposes
(Brown and Gao, 2015); (b) constructs in assessment criteria
(Sun and Cheng, 2014); (c) feedback (Hattie and Timperley,
2007); (d) fairness in classroom assessment (Tierney, 2014);
(e) student involvement in assessment (Xu and Brown, 2016);
and (f) student engagement with assessment (Xu and Brown,
2016). Additionally, eight categories related to influential factors
emerged, namely, (a) mentoring (Yuan and Lee, 2014); (b)
classroom reality (Farrell, 2012); (c) school assessment culture
(Myyry et al., 2019); (d) national assessment policy (Brown et al.,
2011); (e) (anti-)apprenticeship of observation about assessment
(Lortie, 1975; Moodie, 2016); (f) interaction with students (Ng
et al., 2010); (g) school-based assessment practice (Zhang et al.,
2018); and (h) teacher agency in assessment (Rogers and Wetzel,
2013).We then summarized all the categories from both the focus
group interview and the individual interviews to analyze changes
of each participant’s CoA over the practicum.

Finally, we created case profiles for each participant by
gathering all the coded data and corresponding categories.
We then conducted a cross-case analysis to identify any
similarities and differences within each of the categories of
all the participants. Cross-case comparison was conducted to
gain microlevel insights into pre-service teachers’ CoA changing
patterns and their influential factors.

Analytical results and further discussion are presented in the
following sections. In the finding section, interview transcripts
as the main data to trace CoA changes are verbatim quoted,
whereas the observational transcripts and documents as the
supplementary data are mainly knitted in our narratives (see data
references). Data references2 are enclosed in square brackets to
help differentiate them.

2The data references are specified as follows. CO stands for classroom observation,

FGI for the focus group interview, II for the individual interviews, COS for

classroom observation sheet, and LP for a lesson plan. The number(s) right after

the data source abbreviations are the specific session within the data source. For

example (Zhao [FGI: LL64–69]), indicates that the quote is from Zhao’s responses

in the focus group interview and in the lines of 64 to 69 of the transcripts. (Zhao

[II: LL200–208]) indicates that the quote is from Zhao’s responses in the individual

interview and in the lines of 200 to 208 of the transcripts. (Qian [COS-1, 2, 3,

5]) refers to the first, second, third, and fifth classroom observation sheets filled

by Qian.

FINDINGS

Findings reveal that all three pre-service teachers’ CoAs
experienced great changes during the practicum. In what follows,
we will portray each case one after another, as individual
variations of CoA changes are our salient findings. By the end
of this section, we summarize the case evidence by generating the
similarities among the cases for comparison.

Case 1—Zhao: A Low Starting Point and
Limited Changes of CoA
Zhao was an underachieving student without much enthusiasm
for teaching. His CoA changes were featured with a low starting
point and limited development after the practicum. At the very
beginning of the practicum, he had a shallow understanding
of assessment:

I don’t know assessment exactly. I only think of the University

Comprehensive Evaluation3 that consists of test scores, conduct

and discipline, extracurricular activities, volunteer activities, and

so on. I mean it includes assessment of students’ moral character

(Zhao [FGI: LL64–69]).

Zhao’s brief answer in this excerpt suggests that he was not yet
ready to explicitly state his CoA. He seemed to be confused
about what to include as assessment criteria. He intuitively
made connections between his own assessment experience in the
university and thus listed students’ moral character as part of his
understanding of legitimate constructs in assessment criteria.

Luckily, the practicum provided him with ample
opportunities for reflecting on his CoA. One of the most
frequently engaged assessment activities was marking student
assignments. Taking up such a basic duty oriented him to think
as an assessor:

I marked dictation sheets and exercise books every day. I get to

know their mastery of certain knowledge dimensions . . . And I

can judge from their degrees of completion whether students have

a serious attitude toward learning (Zhao [II: LL53–62]).

Marking homework prompted Zhao to assess his students in
an overall way. This excerpt suggests that the key information
that Zhao had gleaned from students’ homework included not
only their academic achievement in comparison with the learning
goals but also their attitudes toward learning—an important
“academic enabler” (McMillan, 2001, p. 25) that can facilitate
students’ academic achievement. Zhao also realized that “direct
observation” (DiPerna, 2006, p. 13) of student assignments can
be an efficient way of assessing students’ learning attitudes.

Another proof of his growing awareness of the assessor
identity can be found in his newly developed CoA purposes:

For teachers, assessment helps themmonitor student learning and

locate deficiencies, which benefits teachers in adjusting teaching

plans and facilitating teaching (Zhao [II: LL194–198]).

3University Comprehensive Evaluation: a scientific method of comprehensive

quantitative evaluation of students’ overall quality of morality, intelligence,

physique, and aesthetics in contemporary colleges or universities.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 5 December 2019 | Volume 4 | Article 145

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Xu and He Pre-service Teachers’ CoA Change

Obviously, the teaching-oriented purpose of assessment, that is,
to diagnose and improve teaching efficiency, was a new addition
to Zhao’s CoA. The practicum seems to be a critical point from
which Zhao started to consider assessment from a teacher’s
perspective and developed a more realistic understanding of
assessment in the school context through observing his associate
teacher’s teaching:

There were more than 40 students in one class. While conducting

classroom activities, students were likely to distract, leaving the

class in disorder. At that time, my associate teacher would

suddenly stop talking for a while. Then he praised or criticized

a student, made comments on the discipline, or gave students

instructions to keep quiet (Zhao [II: LL7–15]) . . . The teachers

of that school scored students in groups based on their class

participation, marked with strokes of the Chinese character

“ (zheng)” on the blackboard, and gave rewards at the end of a

semester. It helped enhance students’ engagement andmotivation

(Zhao [II: LL109–116]).

If we compare Ms. Cao’s (Zhao’s associate teacher’s) routine
assessment practice (i.e., using feedback or instructions to
maintain classroom discipline) with Zhao’s newly developed
conception, some connections can be found. In Zhao’s newly
developed conception, he perceived the combination of “direct
observation” and brief “rating scales” (DiPerna, 2006, p. 13)
as a common way of assessing student active participation in
classroom instruction, another primary “academic enabler”
(McMillan, 2001, p. 25). He also regarded tangible rewards
as a “necessary” and “effective” reinforcement strategy to
“enhance student engagement and learning motivation”
(Zhao [II: LL17–20]).

Zhao’s enhanced identity as a teacher assessor helped
him not only to think critically of Ms. Cao’s practice but
also to reflect on his awful assessment experiences of being
inappropriately assessed:

I saw the teacher criticize some naughty students in the class.

It is not appropriate. I used to do a 20-min presentation which

had no direct relation with pronunciation. However, my teacher

commented on my pronunciation for half an hour just because

I had some mispronunciations. I don’t think it is appropriate.

It would be better to discuss such problems in private and give

negative feedback in written form (Zhao [II: LL131–140]).

This reflection could be seen as Zhao’s “anti-apprenticeship of
observation” (Moodie, 2016, p. 29) in assessment. His university
instructor had set a bad example in assessment that Zhao wanted
to stay away. Although his instructor’s assessment was unfair
to Zhao, it was fortunate in the sense that this critical incident
stimulated him to reshape his beliefs about alignment between
feedback and assessment purpose, as well as about how feedback
can be used in protecting students’ self-esteem and motivation.
Such reshaped beliefs were then fully enacted in his assessment
practice in the practicum, particularly when he eventually got
the chance to teach in the sixth week. Table 3 summarizes Zhao’s
feedback practices in the open class that we observed, as well as
Ms. Cao’s feedback practice that was recorded by Zhao.

TABLE 3 | Oral feedback patterns of Zhao and his associate teacher Ms. Cao.

Feedback Feedback type

Ms. Cao’s

classroom

feedback

• Good!/Very good!/Excellent! • Feedback on the task or

on the self as a person

• Praise/Criticize... He/She… • Feedback on the self as a

person

(Discipline and conduct)

• No, I think it is…/No, think

about it again

• Oral corrective feedback

on the task

(Explicit correction)

Zhao’s classroom

feedback

• Good!/Great!/Excellent!/That’s

very good!

• Feedback on the task or

on the self as a person

• Yes!/Yes. You can find the

answer on

Picture…/Right!/Good

performance!

• Feedback on the task

• Here. Here you are. • Oral corrective feedback

on the task

(Recasts)

A close reading of Table 3 reveals two interesting findings
of Zhao’s conception of feedback. First, his belief of feedback
is consistent with his practice, although the effectiveness of
his feedback practice is questionable. Given that he believed
in the role of feedback in protecting students’ self-esteem
and motivation, he tended to deliver general and positive
oral feedback (e.g., “Good!” “Great!” and “Excellent!”) (Zhao
[CO]). However, such feedback failed in eliciting thinking,
reflection or follow-up action (Carless, 2019) because it contained
neither task-related information (e.g., correctness, neatness, and
behavior) nor personal information (e.g., effort, engagement, and
feelings of efficacy) (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

Second, there is a misalignment between Zhao’s and Ms.
Cao’s conceptions of feedback, which led to Zhao’s calibrated
feedback practice.WhileMs. Cao believed that explicit correction
and feedback on students’ discipline and conduct can be used
for classroom management, Zhao held the belief that feedback
needs to serve its purposes of facilitating learning and protecting
student self-esteem and motivation. Hence, instead of following
Ms. Cao’s feedback practice, Zhao gave oral corrective feedback
through recasts, which are less effective in facilitating students’
language learning than explicit correction (Lyster and Ranta,
1997; Yang, 2016) but could serve the purpose of protecting
student self-esteem and motivation.

In addition to Ms. Cao’s influence, Zhao’s own assessment
practice is found to exert a significant influence on his CoA
changes in many dimensions, as the following reflection shows:

In my class, some students were unsatisfied because they were

not invited to answer questions. Such a situation would not

exist in my associate teacher’s class. It would be better to give

every student, at least every group, a chance to answer questions.

Besides, the questions should be explicit, logical, otherwise, or

students will not understand what they are expected to do. I think

my assessment design was not good, because the questions were
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not logically linked to each other to achieve coherence (Zhao

[II: LL147–153]).

Clearly, Zhao’s reflective learning about the fairness in classroom
assessment mainly derived from his practice in the open class
and his observation of Ms. Cao’s teaching. His conceptions of
the fairness in classroom assessment consist of two dimensions.
First, he believed that teachers’ provision of equal opportunities
to demonstrate learning is the prerequisite to achieving fairness
in classroom assessment (Tierney, 2014). Second, he started to
question his assessment design and realized that he had not
designed logical and explicit questions that would help students
understand the assessment criteria.

Compared with the effects of critical reflections on Zhao’s
CoA, the courses that he had taken in the teacher education
program did not seem to play a part in reshaping his CoA. He
even found it very difficult to retrieve assessment knowledge
learned in the university courses. Hence, he decided to relearn it
by searching for information on Baidu—a popular search engine
in China. Meanwhile, he recalled how his university professor’s
view triggered him to relearn about assessment purposes:

Prof. Zhang explained that assessment that helps students reflect

on and facilitate learning is formative assessment. (Zhao [II:

LL40–41]) . . . So, I think the assessment purpose in primary

schools is equivalent to that of formative assessment because there

is little summative assessment in primary school. Even the final

exams will be followed by comments on test items in the next

semester to give students feedback, whereas the final exams in

universities end with only GPA without follow-up actions to help

students learn from the exams (Zhao [II: LL194–198]).

Through reflective learning and interaction with the university
professor, Zhao relearned the purposes of formative and
summative assessment. Although he developed his conception
of how different levels of schooling are featured with different
purposes of assessment, he mistakenly equated the formative use
of summative assessment (Xiao, 2017) to formative assessment.
Such misconception can be attributed partly to his inadequate
assessment knowledge, lack of screening of online information,
and his direct “borrowing” of the university professor’s view
without scrutiny.

To sum up, Zhao’s CoA had changed from a relatively
simple perception of constructs in assessment criteria to further
understandings of assessment purposes, non-achievement factors
as part of assessment criteria, fairness in classroom assessment,
feedback delivery and questioning, and distinction of formative
and summative assessment. His conception changes can be
attributed to his assessment practice and reflection, the anti-
apprenticeship of observation about assessment, his associate
teacher’s teaching, and mentoring from the university supervisor.

Case 2—Qian: A Medium Starting Point
and Moderate Changes of CoA
Qian was a pre-service teacher motivated to teach and interact
with students. In the focus group interview, Qian described
assessment as followed:

Assessment refers to the comprehensive evaluation of students’

academic achievement and moral character. . . . Homework

marking, as a most traditional method of assessment, helps

teachers gather information on students’ mastery of knowledge,

reflect on teaching, and then immediately adjust teaching plans

(Qian [FGI: LL84–87]).

Qian’s initial CoA purposes were multi-dimensional: (1)
assessment for evaluating student learning; (2) assessment for
diagnosing and facilitating teaching; and (3) assessment for
measuring both academic achievement and moral character.
These conceptions were formed through “years of learning
experiences as students” (Qian [FGI: L91]) in schools and the
university and further expanded during the practicum:

Assessment helps teachers gather information about students’

mastery of knowledge and skills, locate difficulties in learning,

help them correct mistakes to facilitate student learning.

Assessment also helps teachers reflect on the teaching, and then

adjust teaching plans. . . . It is very important for teachers to assess

students’ all-round ability in English listening, speaking, reading

and writing rather than merely focusing on one aspect (Qian

[II: LL184–189]).

This excerpt suggests that Qian’s CoA purposes were furthered
after the practicum. First, he knewmore specifically how teachers
may gain diagnostic information about student learning from
assessment. Second, he emphasized the importance of assessing
students’ overall communicative competence without neglecting
any of the specific language dimensions.

Besides, Qian’s daily routine of marking student homework
oriented him to pay attention to other non-achievement factors
in addition to moral character:

I can know how well they understand and apply words, phrases,

sentence patterns and grammar from their homework. I can see

learning attitudes from the neatness of handwriting and whether

they repeatedly making the same mistakes. . . . I can also see their

learning habits. . . . Some students like scribbling in their exercise

books. Others may like writing extremely small English words

(Qian [II: LL268–282]).

Though Qian felt marking student homework was “mechanical
and trivial” (Qian [II: L217]), he still valued it as a window
through which students’ learning attitudes and habits can be seen.
Motivated by this conception, Qian endeavored to give detailed
written corrective feedback on student homework:

If students made some grammatical errors in their homework, I

would write “You should pay attention to this grammar point”

at the bottom of the page. And I added the correct form of this

grammar in detail. . . . When I saw scribbles, I couldn’t help

writing in big and red “Pay attention to your handwriting” (Qian

[II: LL234–244]).

Qian believed that detailed written corrective feedback was
“more useful than vacuous scores or grades” (Qian [II: L264]).
This belief was enacted in his practice, eliciting different
student responses:
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When I was strolling in the classroom during recess, some

students asked me about the grammatical errors for further

explanation. Some even retorted with laughter: “But I think my

handwriting is not bad.” Other students would just write down

what they think of my feedback in their exercise books (Qian

[II: LL245–251]).

Qian’s interactions with his students helped him understand
how his students took his feedback differently: some accepted it,
asked for clarification, and acted on it; some refused to take it
by defending for themselves; some others discussed with Qian
about his feedback. Qian seized these opportunities to sustain
feedback dialogues with his students, which may lead to fruitful
learning outcomes by overcoming the limitations of one-way
transmission of feedback and reconciling teachers’ and students’
different perceptions of feedback (Yang and Carless, 2013).

This alignment between Qian’s conceptions and practice of
feedback, however, was disrupted when he was confused by the
feasibility of giving detailed written corrective feedback and thus
consulted his associate teacher (Ms. Liu), who simply assigned
letter grades without any written feedback:

I discussed with her how to correct homework more effectively.

She suggested omitting detailed written corrective feedback, as

there is not enough time for a teacher who shoulders heavy

teaching duties to write corrective feedback for every student. But

I think it depends on a case by case basis. . . . Maybe I will be a

more efficient teacher soon. I can deal with it more quickly (Qian

[II: LL344–352]).

Qian, with a critical mindset, did not follow Ms. Liu’s “advice,”
which can be attributed to three factors. First, Qian’s firm beliefs
in giving effective feedback mediated his uptake of external
knowledge of feedback, as he stressed that “the advantages
of students’ active engagement with detailed written feedback
outweigh the time constraint” (Qian [II: LL356–357]). Second,
his own “creative and critical thinking developed in the
university” (Qian [II: L171]) and awareness of the assessor
identity prompted him not to follow in the footsteps of Ms. Liu.
Third, while Ms. Liu generally preferred to assign grade without
written feedback, she still granted Qian considerable autonomy
by giving flexible suggestions rather than coercive orders.

Despite her “advice” for not giving student detailed written
feedback, Ms. Liu still played an exemplary role in delivering
effective oral feedback on the processing of the tasks and the
tasks themselves (Hattie and Timperley, 2007) (Qian [COS-1, 2,
3, and 5]). However, with the absence of discussion of effective
oral feedback delivery between Qian andMs. Liu, Qian’s feedback
practice was to a large extent confined to the delivery of positive
and general feedback containing little information on the task
(Table 4) (Qian [CO]).

Qian emphasized that “timely feedback was more effective
than the delayed one” (Qian [II: L120]). Additionally, he
tended to give oral corrective feedback in a euphemistic
way, that is, giving “open-faced” sandwich feedback (positive
comments followed by negative correction feedback) (Parkes
et al., 2013), “to reduce the shock of negative feedback and
protect students’ learning motivation and self-esteem” (Qian

TABLE 4 | Oral feedback patterns of Qian and his associate teacher Ms. Liu.

Feedback Feedback type

Ms. Liu’s classroom

feedback

• Ok! Good!/I like group 5.

Add one point.

• Feedback on the task or

on the self as a person

• Well done! Good

pronunciation.

• Feedback on the task

• (Suggestions of how to

act out the story in a good

way)/(praise for students’

efforts and active

participation in the task)

• Feedback on the

processing of the task

• Was. That was…/Not

(wrong expression) +

(correct

expression)/(indicated

there is an error

somewhere + guided

students to find answers)

• Oral corrective feedback

on the task

Recasts

Explicit correction

Metalinguistic feedback

Qian’s classroom

feedback

• Yes!/OK!/Great!/OK.

Good job!/OK. Thank

you./OK. That’s

right!/That’s very

good!/Well done! This

group gets…points.

• Feedback on the task or

on the self as a person

• Well done! Your

pronunciation is

good./You ate an egg

today? I think it’s

healthy/delicious./Good.

But …

• Feedback on the task

Dialogic feedback

“Open-faced”

sandwich feedback

[II: LL127–128]). However, Qian’s understanding of the power
of feedback was limited to how it may boost motivation and
self-esteem, without an awareness of how different types of
feedback may facilitate student learning to different degrees.
Qian’s inadequate knowledge and practice of feedback, as well as
insufficient mentoring fromMs. Liu, may contribute to his partial
understanding of feedback.

In summary, Qian enriched his conceptions regarding
assessment purposes of facilitating both teaching and
learning, non-achievement factors as assessment criteria,
and significance of student engagement with the assessment.
Besides, his conceptions of feedback had been both expanded
and constrained. These conception changes could be
attributed to Qian’s assessment practice, critical thinking,
reflection, interactions with students, and mentoring from his
associate teacher.

Case 3—Sun: A Good Starting Point and
Considerable Changes of CoA
Sun was a highly motivated pre-service teacher with relatively
well-developed entry CoA. He stated his understanding of
assessment purposes before the practicum:

The purposes of assessment are to reflect on and adjust (teaching

and learning). For students, assessment serves for gathering

evidence of learning. Then students can adjust his learning foci

and strategies based on the feedback of assessment. And teachers
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should make use of the assessment from students and colleagues

to adjust their teaching methods (Sun [FGI: LL20–23]).

Sun’s intuitive CoA purposes can be broken into two dimensions.
Assessment for teaching was understood as how assessment data
from both students and colleagues can improve instruction, while
assessment for learning was perceived as how students can benefit
from assessment feedback. This commendable initial conception
was later enriched in his practicum experience:

The purposes of assessment in primary schools include improving

student learning motivation, learning attitudes, memory, and

imitation. Because pupils are not so good at logical thinking, they

mainly learned English listening, speaking, reading and writing

through memorization and imitation (Sun [II: LL582–589]).

This excerpt suggests that the practicum experience helped Sun
contextualize his CoA for learning in the primary school context,
that is, various non-achievement factors that benefit student
development constitute a large part of learning evidence (Cheng
and Sun, 2015). It is not surprising that Sun gave priority to
these non-achievement factors within the Chinese context, where
learning is believed to be closely related to effort than ability
(Wang, 2008). Regrettably, his understanding of the “ubiquity
of assessment” (Sun [II: L596]) through both in-class assessment
activities and after-class communication with students did not
lead to his follow-up learning about how various assessment
activities can be done more reliably and validly.

While conducting in-class assessment activities, Sun tried
to engage students in assessment by conducting activities like
conversation practice and role-play in his open class. He stated:

Assessment is not unilateral. It is a process of interaction. It

is necessary for teachers to enhance students’ engagement with

assessment so that they can create active and positive classroom

atmosphere, and take further actions to improve themselves (Sun

[II: LL614–616]).

Sun highlighted the interactive nature of assessment and the
value of students’ agentic engagement. Although he made sense
in terms of how teachers may use the assessment information
to improve their teaching, he seemed to mistakenly consider
assessment as a tool to live up classroom atmosphere. As
a pre-service teacher, his dual roles as both a teacher and
student granted him more opportunities to see the connection
between teaching and learning. For instance, he found that
the effectiveness of assessment depends on students’ agentic
engagement with it. His intuitive perception appears to be
consistent with prior research (e.g., Winstone et al., 2017)
that highlights the vital role of students’ active engagement in
feedback effectiveness.

To enhance students’ engagement, Sun paid great attention to
his interaction with students:

After communicating with students, I realized that students have

different foci of attention in assessment. Teachers should consider

students’ varied needs. Otherwise, students may regard feedback

as hollow words (Sun [II: LL285–288]).

This quote suggests that Sun’s interaction with students may
also play a role in his CoA because he started to consider
student needs in assessment. His heightened awareness of student
needs in feedback processes is important for promoting dialogic
feedback and student learning (Yang and Carless, 2013).

To enhance student engagement with feedback, one of Sun’s
approaches was to involve students in peer assessment. He
reflected on peer assessment as follows:

Peer assessment is more effective than teacher assessment in some

circumstances because students value receiving peers’ attention

and acknowledgment. I observed that they usually gave brief

and positive peer feedback such as “Good performance!” So, I

decided to deliver guiding feedback first to elicit students’ detailed

peer feedback. (Sun [II: LL241–251]) . . . However, some students

would give an inappropriate assessment of others’ behavior,

which could be misleading for students. I think primary school

teachers should provide scaffolding for students to help them

appropriately deliver peer assessment (Sun [II: LL254–258]).

This excerpt provides insights into how Sun’s agency in
assessment has played a role in CoA change through his reflective
learning about assessment. First, he realized the importance of
peer feedback in facilitating student learning (Cartney, 2010).
Second, he saw the potential problems of peer feedback if not
carefully designed and sufficiently supported (Ginkel et al., 2017).
Third, his suggestion of teacher scaffolding of peer assessment
highlights his understanding of the connection between teachers’
and students’ feedback literacy (Xu and Carless, 2017). Fourth,
this connection needs to be addressed by developing student
assessment literacy to enhance students’ involvement in, and
uptake of assessment (Carless and Boud, 2018).

Sun’s conception of feedback was then also oriented toward
enhancing students’ uptake of feedback. After observing his
associate teacher (Mr. Liang)’s class, Sun questioned his initial
conception about giving general oral feedback (e.g., “Good job!”
“Well done!”) (Sun [II: LL608–610]). Unlike Zhao and Qian, Sun
“discussed a lot about feedback with Mr. Liang” who advised him
to give “detailed feedback that meets student needs” (Sun [II:
LL545–546]). Sun then took his advice in his practice, as observed
in his open class (see Table 5) (Sun [CO]).

As Table 5 reveals, although his feedback only focused on the
task being processed by the students, he endeavored to followMr.
Liang’s feedback practice which had a wider scope. Although Sun
realized that it is important to give detailed and individualized
feedback on both strengths and weaknesses, he did not have
a chance to reflect on his feedback practice and improve it
accordingly. Nevertheless, his repeated comment that “assessors
should avoid vacuous compliments” (Sun [II: LL264, 269, 288,
and 360]) is applaudable, indicating his enhanced conception
about enabling students’ uptake of feedback by giving students
detailed feedback on the task rather than simply delivering
vacuous and face-saving feedback.

Sun’s CoA changes benefited from not only Mr. Liang’s
mentoring but also his own special experience of replacement of
associate teachers:
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TABLE 5 | Oral feedback patterns of Sun and his associate teacher Mr. Liang.

Feedback Feedback type

Mr. Liang’s classroom

feedback

• Well done! Keep

going!/Good!

• Feedback on the task or

on the self as a person

• Praise … He/She has

done a great job in …

• Feedback on the task

• Well done. But… • “Open-faced” sandwich

feedback on the task

• Is there any mistake in

this sentence?

• Oral corrective feedback

on the task

Metalinguistic feedback

Sun’s classroom

feedback

• We can see that it’s rather

fluent, right?/All of you

have done a good job.

And they also have a

gesture. That is

great./Praise … His/her

pronunciation is perfect

• Feedback on the task

Every experienced teacher has their own set of assessment

patterns based on specific teaching contexts. Mr. Zhou focused on

learning motivation and participation, while Mr. Liang focused

on students’ mastery of knowledge and skills. I mainly copied

my associate teachers’ assessment patterns because I haven’t

developed my own pattern. Of course, I will gradually develop

my assessment pattern after entering the teaching profession (Sun

[II: LL312–317]).

Luckily, the different assessment practices of the two associate
teachers did not confuse Sun. On the contrary, this experience
enhanced his understanding of the context-dependent and
evolving nature of teacher assessment literacy. Sun reflected on
the strengths of each associate teacher, as well as how he learned
from them accordingly:

Mr. Liang laid more emphasis on developing my assessment

literacy. He demonstrated assessment methods and skills in his

class and shared assessment-related stories with me after class

(Sun [II: LL276–280]).

His agency in learning about assessment as a teacher greatly
contributed to his CoA changes. His agency can be seen not only
in his high motivation to learn from his associate teachers but
also in his constant readiness to learn from, and his reflexivity of,
other teachers’ and peer student teachers’ assessment practices:

I heard that there was a teacher who directly told a parent that her

child might had copied others’ homework. However, the parent

misunderstood the teacher and scolded the student for repeatedly

copying others’ work. The student felt he was put in the wrong

and showed a growing antipathy toward learning. . . . Indirect

feedback may lead to misinterpretation of original intention and

put pressure on students worried about being snitched on. (Sun

[II: LL84–93]) . . . One of my classmates in another field school

spent a lot of money on buying gifts for students as rewards.

I think it is neither necessary nor appropriate (Sun [II: LL553–

555]).

This excerpt suggests that Sun refined his CoA through
reflecting on others’ assessment practice, such as effective
communication of assessment results and ethical practice in
assessment. His understanding of the uselessness of extrinsic
rewards seems to echo Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) finding
concerning how extrinsic rewards provide little task information
for student learning.

In short, Sun significantly expanded his CoA in terms of
assessment purposes, constructs in assessment criteria, peer
feedback, student involvement and engagement. Such CoA
changes were a joint outcome of his strong agency in assessment,
assessment practice, interactions with students, and his associate
teachers’ mentoring.

Summary of Findings
To sum up, the three teachers’ CoA changes include (a) a more
comprehensive understanding of assessment purposes; (b) a
more realistic understanding of constructs in assessment criteria
in primary schools; (c) a broader understanding of power and
strategies of feedback; and (d) an emerging awareness of how
to ensure fairness in classroom assessment, how to involve
students in assessment processes, and how to enhance students’
engagement in assessment. Findings also suggest that changes
in the teachers’ CoA vary across cases. A range of influential
factors for these CoA changes were identified, including one
personal factor (i.e., agency in assessment); three experiential
factors which refer to individual pre-service teachers’ experiences
of training, language learning, teaching, and assessment [i.e.,
school-based assessment practices, interactions with students,
and (anti-)apprenticeship of observation about assessment]; and
two contextual factors which refer to people or external factors
that influence pre-service teachers’ CoA changes in the field
school (i.e., mentoring from associate teachers and the university
professor). Through cross-case analysis, the similarities and
differences of the participants’ varied conception change in
different aspects of assessment and the influential factors are
summarized in Figure 1.

DISCUSSION

Based on the summary of findings, our discussion mainly focuses
on how pre-service teachers’ CoA changes are diverse but limited,
as well as how personal, experiential, and contextual factors
have exerted differentiated influences on these CoA changes
(see Figure 1).

Diverse but Limited CoA Changes During
Practicum
The present study addresses the underexplored area of
conception changes in assessment during practicum, and
contributes to the scholarship of pre-service teachers’ changing
beliefs about teaching or learning (Lawson et al., 2015). As
teachers’ CoA serves as an interpretive framework of their
assessment literacy in practice (Xu and Brown, 2016), findings
of this study can advance our knowledge of how to enhance
teacher assessment literacy and improve the effectiveness of
classroom assessment.
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FIGURE 1 | Pre-service teachers’ conception-of-assessment (CoA) changes and influential factors during practicum.

Our findings highlight the long-neglected role of practicum
in shaping pre-service teachers’ CoA. Compared with results
about how CoA changed through assessment courses (Smith
et al., 2014; Levy-vered and Alhija, 2018), our study suggests
practicum could be a more critical component of pre-service
teacher education in shaping pre-service teachers’ CoA. Although
brief, practicum provides a real arena for prospective teachers to
trial their conceptions and practices of assessment while being
mediated by various factors.

One evident change of CoA is about assessment purposes.
Findings show that the pre-service teachers initially perceived
assessment as a tool for diagnosing and facilitating learning and
for developing student moral character, partly echoing prior
studies about Chinese teachers’ CoA purposes (e.g., Chen and
Brown, 2013). These partial CoA were partly due to the pre-
service teachers’ prior educational experience as students and
to the time-honored moral purpose of assessment, which is
endowed by the Confucian heritage cultures in China (Kennedy,
2016). When compared with prior finding about pre-service
teachers’ CoA being less harmful and more valid by the end of
assessment courses (Levy-vered and Alhija, 2018), our finding
suggests that practicum that exposed them to complex realities
of assessment in authentic school contexts may have more value
in terms of developing a more comprehensive understanding
of how effective assessment can be worked out. During the
practicum, the pre-service teachers realized that assessment
serves for varying purposes such as classroom management and

teaching facilitation. Their newly developed conception of the
role of assessment in classroommanagement can be attributed to
the large class size and student characteristics in primary schools.
While large class size is reported as an obstacle to assessment
for learning practice (Liu and Xu, 2017; Xu and Harfitt, 2019),
our study suggests that it may serve as an accelerator that helps
pre-service teachers think practically.

Besides, our findings suggest that practicum as a transitional
period may not only familiarize pre-service teachers with
teaching realities but also provide them with opportunities
for gradually constructing the identity as assessors. This
finding supplements prior findings which highlight an enhanced
assessor’s role after learning about various assessment issues
in assessment courses (Deluca et al., 2013a; Levy-vered and
Alhija, 2018). Our emphasis of the role of practicum in shaping
student teachers’ identity as assessors suggests the necessity of
connecting assessment education with real school contexts, as
school-based learning can exert a transformative influence on
pre-service teachers’ cognitive development (Stuart and Thurlow,
2000; Tang, 2004; Yuan and Lee, 2014).

Another significant change of CoA concerns with constructs
in assessment criteria. During the practicum, the pre-service
teachers added a series of “academic enablers” (McMillan,
2001, p. 25) (i.e., memorization, imitation, student engagement,
learning motivation, attitudes, and habits) as non-achievement
factors that are needed to be assessed as part of student
learning. This finding corroborates Cheng and Sun’s (2015)
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finding that Chinese teachers give priority to non-achievement
factors. Besides, our study shows that pre-service teachers tend
to consider abilities such as memorization and imitation in
assessment, whereas Brown and Gao’s (2015) study suggests
that in-service teachers in China consider “comprehension,
problem-solving, inquiry, and creativity” or “overall quality
of students as humans” (p. 10). Such differences suggest that
the non-achievement factors considered by Chinese teachers
may vary across both career stages and school levels, with
pre-service teachers thinking at a more micro level while
their in-service counterparts focusing on more global and
general issues.

Noticeable changes are also found in the pre-service teachers’
conceptions of feedback. All the three pre-service teachers
started the practicum with little understanding of feedback
but gradually came to realize the importance and strategies of
delivering effective and informative feedback through classroom
observation and their own feedback practice. However, their
feedback practices were found not to develop in alignment with
these reshaped conceptions, for the case teachers frequently
gave positive but irrelevant feedback on the tasks. Besides,
the teachers’ CoA changes concerning fairness in classroom
assessment and students’ involvement in and engagement with
assessment are not prominent, although these two assessment
dimensions are recognized as key components of classroom
assessment theory and practice (Tierney, 2014; Rasooli et al.,
2018) and teacher assessment literacy (DeLuca et al., 2016;
Xu and Brown, 2016). The insufficient practice during the
practicum might mainly account for the misalignment between
the teachers’ actual feedback practices and their reshaped CoA,
as well as for the teachers’ partial CoA changes. These findings
echo the call for more school-based assessment practice during
the practicum to help pre-service teachers to fully reshape and
internalize CoA and to fill the gap between conceptions and
practice of assessment (Cheng et al., 2010; Deluca and Klinger,
2010).

Differentiated but Complementary
Influence of Experiential, Personal, and
Contextual Factors
Insights into the influential factors are critical for facilitating
CoA changes and teacher assessment literacy development.
Our findings indicate that pre-service teachers’ CoA changes
during practicum were to a large extent influenced by their
personal and experiential factors, whereas less supported by
contextual factors.

First, the school-based assessment practices as an important
experiential factor may greatly contribute to pre-service teachers’
CoA changes in both positive and negative ways. Although
brief, the 6-week practicum in this study provided various
opportunities for pre-service teachers to engage in assessment-
related activities, such as classroom observation, homework
marking, and open class. These experiences could facilitate
pre-service teachers in consolidating, expanding and changing
their CoAs.

Another significant experiential factor could be the pre-
service teachers’ ongoing interaction with students, echoing
prior findings of the role of the practicum community in
prospective teachers’ conception change (Stuart and Thurlow,
2000; Ng et al., 2010). The interaction may take various
forms and play different roles, evidenced by Qian’s emphasis
on student responses and Sun’s focus on student assessment
needs. Our finding corroborates Yang and Carless’ (2013)
finding concerning the importance of building mutually trusting
teacher–student relationships in enhancing students’ uptake of
effective feedback.

Our finding not only testifies to the roles of
(anti-)apprenticeship of observation in constructing pre-
service teachers’ initial CoA (Levy-vered and Alhija, 2018)
but also further clarifies how emotional experiences of the
(anti-)apprenticeship of observation about assessment can
positively or negatively influence their CoA development. Qian’s
case reveals that his experience of apprenticeship of observation
has contributed to the formation of his multidimensional
CoA purposes before the practicum. On the contrary, years
of observational experience of their own teachers’ assessment
practice (e.g., Zhao’s experience of receiving brief and positive
feedback as a student) may also constrain pre-service teachers
from critically reexamining their CoA and subsequently
changing their practice (Xu and Brown, 2016), as evidenced by
Zhao’s practice of using positive feedback mainly to enhance
students’ self-esteem and learning motivation. Zhao’s case also
suggests that reflection on anti-apprenticeship of observation
about assessment (i.e., his unpleasant experiences of being
assessed in appropriately) could be triggered by the practicum
experiences, which support pre-service teachers to critically
reshape their CoAs.

Another important original insight generated from this
study is the prominent role of teacher agency in assessment
(i.e., awareness of assessment, reflection, and critical thinking)
in positive CoA changes. Although previous studies have
consistently emphasized the role that agency plays in teachers’
cognitive development (Lasky, 2005; Yuan and Lee, 2014; Kayi-
Aydar, 2015), our study argues for its critical role in enabling
them to think and act like an assessor, which empowers them
to resist conventional assessment practices and enact their own
conceptions in practice (Xu and Brown, 2016). As evidenced
by Sun’s and Qian’s cases, their agency in assessment may stem
from their earlier experiences with assessment, their motivation
for being a good teacher, and their critical thinking skills
developed from years of learning. Without pre-service teachers’
strong agency in assessment, the learning potential of school-
based assessment practice cannot be tapped to its utmost.
How pre-service teachers may benefit from the practice thus
becomes random, depending on how facilitative the contextual
conditions are and how agentic the pre-service teacher is.
A positive example can be found in how Qian’s conception
about written feedback was strengthened through his active
participation in marking student homework and providing
written feedback, while a negative example can be found in
how Qian’s conception about oral feedback was constrained
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by insufficient reflection on oral feedback and inadequate
mentoring. Although the process of how agency enabled pre-
service teachers’ identity construction was not explored in this
study, the inextricable relationship between the two warrants
further study.

Findings identify mentoring from associate teachers as a
salient contextual factor for pre-service teachers’ CoA change,
echoing Yuan and Lee’s (2014) finding. More importantly, we
argue that the assessment literacy of associate teachers may
grant or withhold opportunities for pre-service teachers to
reexamine and change their CoA and to enhance assessment
literacy development during practicum. Highly assessment-
literate associate teachers can model effective assessment practice
and provide explicit guidance to pre-service teachers concerning
typical assessment procedures, methods, and strategies (Gao and
Benson, 2012). Consistent with previous research suggesting
associate teachers’ involvement in pre-service teachers’ lesson
planning and preparation as well as post-class communication
and discussion (Yuan and Lee, 2014), our data further reveal
that such assistance and suggestions are usually limited to
teaching and learning, with assessment being neglected and
considered as a separate part from teaching and learning.
Among the three cases, Sun’s associate teacher, who was more
assessment literate and motivated, did help Sun reshape his
CoA and improve his assessment literacy through modeling
and dialogue.

Findings also show that other contextual factors such as
classroom realities, school assessment culture, and national
assessment policy may place constraints on pre-service teachers’
conception change concerning what they should do and what
they should not do in assessment. In particular, the large
class size (Xu and Harfitt, 2019), the deep-rooted routine
practices in school assessment culture (Fuller et al., 2015),
and the challenge of implementing formative assessment in
a test-dominated Chinese context (Xiao, 2017) seem to have
prompted the participants to reflect on their initial CoAs.
Although these contextual factors seem to have constrained
their classroom assessment practice, reflections on these
constraints have raised their awareness concerning how to
deliver effective feedback, how to achieve fairness in classroom
assessment, and how to fulfill multiple assessment purposes
in a large class. In other words, how pre-service teachers
can mitigate such constraints might depend on their agency
in assessment, as well as mentoring from their associate
teachers and university professor. For example, while Zhao
took the routine assessment activities (e.g., scoring groups’
class participation on the blackboard and giving tangible
rewards) for granted without querying their effects on student
learning, Qian’s and Sun’s critical reflection of others’ assessment
practices helped reshape their conceptions concerning written
corrective feedback and tangible rewards. Qian’s and Sun’s
exercise of their agency in assessment enabled them to act
like assessors: handling challenges brought by large classes,
resisting ineffective routine practice rooted in school assessment
culture, and reexamining their initial CoA concerning the effects
of feedback.

LIMITATION, IMPLICATIONS, AND
CONCLUSION

This study explored how pre-service teachers’ CoAs changed
over practicum and what influential factors contributed to
the changing process through a multiple-case study in China.
The findings indicate that pre-service teachers developed
more comprehensive and realistic CoAs during practicum.
These CoA changes were influenced by various factors at
personal, experiential, and contextual levels. These findings
suggest that with adequate supporting conditions in place, pre-
service teachers could benefit more from the practicum toward
becoming assessment-literate teachers with refined CoA.

Admittedly, this study has a few limitations related to the
research design. The focus group interview may not have
fully extract each participant’s initial CoA, although it was
practical to implement when the participants had little knowledge
of the topic at the start of the practicum. Besides, as the
pre-service teachers did not have a chance to engage with
exam-related activities during the practicum, the influence of
high-stakes emanations on their CoA change has remained
unexplored. Despite these limitations, some implications for
teacher education can be drawn from our findings.

First, pre-service teachers need longer hours to be more
fully engaged in assessment practice during practicum. Sufficient
exposure to various assessment practices is a good starting
point for pre-service teachers to engage in critical reflection
on their CoAs, learn to confront the complexities and
challenges of assessment practice, and (re)construct their identity
as assessors.

Second, teacher educators and associate teachers are
expected to collaborate to provide scaffolding for pre-service
teachers to improve their assessment literacy and reshape
their CoA. They also need to put in joint efforts to empower
prospective teachers to question conventional practice and
their mentoring. To achieve this, they could (a) grant pre-
service teachers sufficient autonomy to trial their ideas; (b)
help pre-service teachers fit in the field schools by informing
them about the rules and regulations in the schools, subject
matter, pupils’ needs, and so on; (c) build “instructor-
mediated reflection” (Moodie, 2016, p. 39) mechanism to
help pre-service teachers reflect on their assessment-related
experiences; and (d) improve their own assessment literacy to
provide modeling.

Third, assessment-related training is suggested to include
“critical reflection” components that allow pre-service teachers
to critically examine their CoA, and in particular, influences
of their (anti-)apprenticeship of observation on CoA. This
is because an assessment course that only provides basic
assessment principles is insufficient to help pre-service teachers
develop their CoA and reexamine their apprenticeship of
observation about assessment. To ensure sustainable assessment
training which can effectively counterbalance the negative effects
of anti-apprenticeship of observation, teacher agency needs
to be prioritized as one of the goals of teacher training
in assessment.
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While generalization of the findings of this case study to
other contexts should be cautious, future research needs to be
conducted to understand how teachers’ CoAs evolve along their
professional trajectory through practicum into their first few
years of teaching. Comparative studies concerning how different
personal, experiential, and contextual factors may influence pre-
service teachers’ CoA changes in different school contexts are
also needed.
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