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Classroom assessment practices play a pivotal role in ensuring effective learning and
teaching. One of the most desired attributes of teachers is the ability to gather and
analyze assessment data to make trustworthy decisions leading to supporting student
learning. However, this ability is often underdeveloped for a variety of reasons, including
reports that teachers are overwhelmed by the complex process of data analysis and
decision-making and that often there is insufficient attention to authentic assessment
practices which focus on assessment for learning (AfL) in initial teacher education
(ITE), so teachers are uncertain how to integrate assessment into teaching and make
trustworthy assessment decisions to develop student learning. This paper reports on
the results of a study of the process of pre-service teachers’ (PSTs) decision-making in
assessment practices in Myanmar with real students and in real classroom conditions
through the lens of teacher agency. Using a design-based research methodology, a
needs-based professional development program for PSTs’ assessment literacy was
developed and delivered in one university. Following the program, thirty PSTs in the
intervention group were encouraged to implement selected assessment strategies
during their practicum. Semi-structured individual interviews were undertaken with
the intervention group before and after their practicum in schools. This data was
analyzed together with data collected during their practicum, including lesson plans,
observation checklists and audiotapes of lessons. The analysis showed that PSTs’
decision-making in the classroom was largely influenced by their beliefs of and values in
using assessment strategies but, importantly, constrained by their supervising teachers.
The PSTs who understood the principles of AfL and wanted to implement on-going
assessment experienced tension with supervising teachers who wanted to retain high
control of the practicum. As a result, most PSTs could not use assessment strategies
effectively to inform their decisions about learning and teaching activities. Those PSTs
who were allowed greater autonomy during their practicum and understood AfL
assessment strategies had greater freedom to experiment, which allowed them multiple
opportunities to apply the result of any assessment activity to improve both their own
teaching and students’ learning. The paper concludes with a discussion of the kind of
support PSTs need to develop their assessment decision-making knowledge and skills
during their practicum.

Keywords: teacher decision-making, assessment practices, assessment for learning, pre-service teacher,
teacher agency, initial teacher education, practicum
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INTRODUCTION

Teacher decision-making is essential for effective learning
and teaching. A range of research studies highlight the
impact of teacher decision-making process on improving
student learning (McMillan, 2003; Mccall, 2018; van Phung,
2018). Teachers’ analysis of student data helps to reveal
students’ learning needs, which can then be addressed by
implementing appropriate learning interventions, highlighting
the importance of evidence-informed teacher decision-making
skills (McMillan, 2003). To translate these skills into actual
student learning gains, there is a need to ensure that teachers are
confident and well-equipped to gather and analyze assessment
data to make trustworthy decisions leading to supporting
student learning.

However, previous research has highlighted that teachers
often struggle to justify their use of assessment approaches
(Brookhart, 1991; McMillan, 2001; van Phung, 2018). Many
report feeling overwhelmed by the complexity of data analysis
and decision-making (McMillan, 2003). As teachers’ decision-
making is intrinsically a social and cultural experience
(Klenowski, 2013), it can be studied through the lens of
teacher agency, that is, analyzing how teachers respond to
emerging situations in their environment (Priestley et al.,
2013, 2015). In teacher decision-making, teacher agency is
influenced by the interaction of the context, factors within
the school, and the individual teachers’ beliefs and values
(Priestley et al., 2015).

In the area of assessment decision-making, most published
research concerns the nature of teacher decision-making in
marking, grading, and high-stakes testing (McMillan and
Nash, 2000; Bowers, 2009; Cheng and Sun, 2015; Kippers
et al., 2018). However, as the focus of assessment policy has
shifted from summative assessment (assessment of learning)
to formative assessment (assessment for learning) (Assessment
Reform Group, 2002), more research into teacher decision-
making in formative assessment situations is needed. Mccall
(2018) suggests that further studies need to be carried out to
explore teacher assessment decision-making process, especially
in relation to assessment for learning (AfL) and formative
assessment practices. However, such teacher decision-making
requires far more than a knowledge and understanding of
measurement concepts (McMillan, 2003); it requires new forms
of teacher assessment literacy (Alonzo, 2016; Davison, 2019).
This study uses Alonzo’s (2016) concept of teacher AfL literacy
anchored to the principles of AfL, that is “the knowledge
and skills to make highly contextualized, fair, consistent and
trustworthy assessment decisions to inform learning and teaching
to effectively support both students and teachers’ professional
learning (p. 58).”

Teachers need to be skilled and knowledgeable in AfL
practices before they enter their profession, so that they
can decide which assessment strategies are best used to
improve student learning. The problem is that much research
has shown that pre-service teachers (PSTs) are not always
well-prepared in initial teacher education (ITE) to use
appropriate assessment strategies to support student learning

(Volante and Fazio, 2007; Siegel and Wissehr, 2011; Vogt and
Tsagari, 2014; BOSTES, 2016). A theoretical introduction to
the basic concepts of assessment in a course is inadequate
support to be literate in assessment (Popham, 2011; Greenberg
and Walsh, 2012). As a result, PSTs do not have enough
confidence in applying assessment knowledge and building
their skills (Ogan-Bekiroglu and Suzuk, 2014). Therefore, PSTs
need to be given the opportunity to apply understandings
in classroom practices, including building effective assessment
practices (Grainger and Adie, 2014; McGee and Colby, 2014;
DeLuca and Volante, 2016).

This paper reports on a study which investigated the ways
in which PSTs made classroom assessment decisions with real
students and in real classroom conditions whilst undertaking
their final practicum. The study addressed the following research
questions:

(1) What factors influence PSTs’ assessment decision-making
processes?

(2) How do these factors facilitate or constrain PSTs’
assessment decision-making?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Teacher agency (Priestley et al., 2013, 2015) was chosen as a
framework for this study. This perspective on agency is grounded
in the sociology and philosophy of action. Teacher agency
determines how teachers respond to emerging situations in their
environment, resulting from “the interplay of individual efforts,
available resources and contextual and structural factors as they
come together in particular and, in a sense, always unique
situations” (Biesta and Tedder, 2007, p. 137). Teacher agency
is the outcome of the interplay of three dimensions: iterational
(teachers’ past habitual personal and professional experience);
projective (orientation to the future); and practical-evaluative
(engagement with cultural, structural, and material context).
Teacher agency was used in researching one AfL strategy, rubrics,
by Heck (2020) who highlighted the role of agency in improving
academics’ assessment literacy and practice. This study uses
teacher agency to help explain how PSTs develop their decision-
making skills in terms of using assessment strategies to support
student learning.

Teacher agency can be achieved by engaging with the
available resources, and contextual elements in school (Stritikus,
2003), enabling PSTs to make decisions about what assessment
strategies to use by drawing on from the results of interactions
of these three dimensions. van der Nest et al. (2018), who
studied the impact of formative assessment activities on the
development of teacher agency, argue that agency is the
outcome of teachers’ engagement with their environment,
influenced by their past experience and guided by their
future orientation. Individual agency depends on the extent of
engagement in the process of learning (Billett, 2004), however,
teacher agency is reliant on negotiated assessment procedures
(Verberg et al., 2016).
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PRE-SERVICE TEACHERS’
DECISION-MAKING PROCESS AND
THEIR ASSESSMENT PRACTICES

Building PST capacity for assessment decision-making before
entering the profession is crucial in ITE. Piro et al. (2014)
argues that the curricula of teacher education programs
should support PSTs to build their decision-making based
on student assessment data. They describe the effective use
of an intervention that teaches PSTs how to work with
assessment data in ITE. However, Piro’s study focused only
on using summative assessment data such as standardized
testing and end-of-course assessment data for accountability
purposes. Similarly, Cramer et al. (2014) looked at PSTs’ decision-
making based on the use of summative assessment data rather
than on data to be used for formative assessment purposes.
Therefore, preparing PSTs for effective decision-making should
move beyond summative assessment to engage with formative
assessment purposes.

A closer look at assessment data intervention studies in
ITE shows the need for authentic classroom practices to
improve assessment decision-making of PSTs. For example,
Reeves and Chiang (2018) explored the effectiveness of data
literacy intervention for both in-service and PSTs. Although
assessment data practices are embedded in in-service teachers’
intervention, assessment practices for PSTs are still limited. Piro
and Hutchinson (2014) and Reeves and Honig (2015) included
student assessment data that PST could work with, however, AfL
is an ongoing activity where teachers need to draw on a range
of different resources in their decision-making about assessment,
including interaction with their students.

The work of Black and Wiliam (1998b) and Hattie (2008)
highlight that preparing teachers to be literate in assessment,
particularly the use of AfL has the highest potential to
increase students outcomes. Assessment courses provided in
ITE can be classified into three different types: stand-alone
assessment courses that are heavily weighted toward theoretical
assessment principles, assessment courses including assessment
tasks using real students’ work, and assessment courses including
real assessment practices. To prepare classroom-ready teachers
effectively in assessment, they need this last kind of course, with
practical opportunities to improve their learning by reflecting
on how to apply key assessment principles to help students
(Hill et al., 2013; BOSTES, 2016) in order to make trustworthy
assessment decisions that help students improve.

ITE programs need to ensure that PSTs have adequate
AfL literacy and have provided student teachers with the
opportunity to critique existing assessment knowledge and skills.
Also, student teachers need to be provided with a range of
opportunities to apply this assessment knowledge to actual
classroom settings to see the link between theory and practice
(Willis, 2007) and make sense of how assessment literacy
influences practice. Without practice in real classrooms with
real students, PSTs are likely to “replicate more traditional,
unexamined assessment practices” (Graham, 2005, p. 619).
Therefore, rather than simply teaching them how to collect

assessment information, PSTs need to have a chance to work with
real students (Davison, 2015)

Practicum experiences have been found to have a positive
effect on PST practices and help to identify professional
development needs (Heck et al., 2020), although only a handful of
studies have investigated the assessment practices of PSTs in their
practicum. For example, Xu and Brown (2016) highlight that
PSTs need to have enough practice to be able to apply and evaluate
their conceptions of assessment, but in their review of studies on
teacher assessment literacy from 1985 to 2015, found less than 20
studies addressing the understanding and development of teacher
assessment literacy in practice (see also Campbell, 2013; Hill and
Eyers, 2016).

In Myanmar, the Basic Education Curriculum framework is
an on-going reform introduced in 2015. However, the types
of assessments in this framework are still heavily weighted
toward examinations such as end of term, end of year exams,
and national level assessment (examinations). Classroom-level
assessment/school-based assessment grounded in AfL is included
as a small portion of the whole academic year. As a result,
students focus on rote learning to get high marks in their exams
(Tin, 2000; Aung et al., 2013; Metro, 2015; Maber et al., 2018),
and teachers use tests as practice for the final examination. This
reliance on mock tests or old questions from national exams
shows how the exam-dominated system encourages students to
memorize and recite facts. Due to the pressure this puts on the
students to have higher outcomes, after-school classes (private
tuition) are proliferating. Not all students can access such lessons
due to their lack of socio-economic capital, therefore the practice
of private tuition has widened the achievement gap among
students. However, despite this, the assessment system is on the
way to shifting from an exam-dominated system.

In current pre-service teacher education programs in
Myanmar, the main assessment content is delivered in subjects
on educational testing and measurement, compulsory for
all students in teacher training universities. The content
is normally related to the construction of the tests, for
example, the functions of the tests and item analysis. Even
though different forms of assessment—including formative
assessment, performance assessment, and portfolio—are covered,
the practical understanding and use of these assessments is still
undeveloped. According to the findings of Hardman et al. (2016),
teachers in Myanmar do not use AfL during teaching. For
example, teachers do not use peer tutoring, and teachers do not
seem to know how to build pupils’ responses into subsequent
questions. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the way in
which PSTs can improve their assessment practices.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Using a design-based research methodology, a needs-based
professional development (PD) program for PSTs’ assessment
literacy was developed and delivered. Following the program,
thirty PSTs in the intervention group were encouraged to
implement the new AfL strategies during their practicum.
Semi-structured individual interviews were undertaken with the
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intervention group before and after their practicum in schools.
The interviews were conducted to explore how PSTs applied their
knowledge into their practice. For example, ‘What assessment
strategies have you tried out in class?’ ‘Why did you use
____ assessment strategy most frequently/least frequently? How
did you use? Could you give me an example?’. In addition,
lesson plans, observation checklists and audiotapes of their
teaching for at least seven teaching periods were gathered from
each PST during their practicum, so that they were able to
reflect on their assessment practices with the help of these
practicum data templates.

The needs-based PD program was grounded in a view of AfL
literacy (Alonzo, 2016) that reflects the principles of AfL. The
content of the PD program was adjusted based on the results of
needs analysis that identified the current state of PST AfL literacy.
The PD program includes four main parts: (i) AfL strategies;
(ii) applying AfL to practice; (iii) developing teacher AfL literacy;
and (iv) microteaching or peer-group practice teaching. This
program was conducted over 2 months (a total of 36 h) with
each session taking 2 h as presented in Table 1. Furthermore, the
manner in which the program was provided was also an essential
component of PST learning. Many courses in ITE are at odds with
the underpinning principles of AfL (Timperley, 2014), however
the present study followed Davison (2013) and Timperley (2014),
ensuring the assessment program was grounded through an AfL
approach. Thus, the workshop sessions in the program included
initial ‘sharing/reflection’ to explore the background knowledge
of the students and to encourage them to recall their previous
experiences, and ‘follow-up’ to enable PSTs to reflect on what they
had learned. All activities included in this program were based on
the local context.

This study was conducted in one of the leading teacher
training institutes in Myanmar. Fourth-year student teachers,
who had already had experience of practice teaching in

their third year, were chosen. A non-probability population
sampling method was used due to the voluntary nature of
participation. Before the data collection process, ethics approval
was gained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of
Ethics Committee and written permission was gained from
the head of the participating university, Myanmar. Among
thirty PSTs who expressed their interest to participate in this
study, 10 PSTs (33%) were male and 20 PSTs (67%) were
female. For their practicum teaching, 30 PSTs went to 17
practicum schools. They had varied total number of teaching
period, one teaching period per day to more than three
teaching periods per day which depends on the nature of their
practicum school.

RESULTS

Following the strategies for qualitative data analysis described by
Maxwell (2013), this paper presents the results of the thematic
analysis of the semi-structured individual interviews before
and after the practicum, with the data collected during the
practicum used for triangulation. Five main themes emerged as
enabling or constraining factors that influence PST assessment
decision-making process: PST assessment knowledge, PST beliefs
and values of using assessment, supervising teachers’ influence,
student responses and classroom realities. Grounded in a
sociocultural approach to teacher agency (Priestley et al.,
2015), these main themes were then classified into three
dimensions of teacher agency: (1) the iterational dimension;
(2) the projective dimension; and (3) the practical-evaluative
dimension. In this study, the iterational dimension refers to the
PSTs’ assessment knowledge acquired through supplementary
professional development in their ITE program. The projective
dimension refers to the PSTs’ aspirations for their profession and

TABLE 1 | Course content and structure of the Professional Development (PD) program.

Week Content Topic

Week 1 Part 1: AfL strategies Session 1: understanding the interrelationship between assessment, teaching and learning

Session 2: understanding assessment for learning (AfL)

Week 2 Session 3: framing learning intentions and success criteria

Session 4: designing a rubric to improve student learning

Week 3 Session 5: involving learners in assessment (self- and peer-assessment)

Session 6: giving effective feedback and feed-forward

Week 4 Session 7: using strategic questioning

Session 8: using summative assessment in a formative way

Week 5 Part 2: application AfL to practice Session 9: designing appropriate assessment strategies

Session 10: planning learning and teaching experiences

Week 6 Session 11: enhancing the trustworthiness of an assessment

Session 12: gathering assessment information

Week 7 Part 3: developing teacher AfL literacy Session 13: evaluating and developing teacher assessment literacy

Part 4: peer-group practice teaching Session 14: peer-group practice teaching

Week 8 Session 15: peer-group practice teaching

Session 16: peer-group practice teaching

Week 9 Session 17: peer-group practice teaching

Session 18: peer-group practice teaching
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for their students whilst the practical-evaluative dimension refers
to the PSTs interactions with students, supervising teachers and
classroom resources while on their final practicum.

Iterational Dimension: PST Assessment
Knowledge
PST previous assessment knowledge is one of the key influences
on PSTs’ decision-making process. Based on their assessment
knowledge gained through their professional learning, the PSTs
prepared their AfL strategies and lesson plans. Some PSTs
decided to use more assessment strategies to enhance students’
learning. They adjusted their assessment strategies based on
their knowledge of student backgrounds and learning needs.
For example, PST 11 implemented learning intentions and
success criteria, questioning strategies, feedback, self-assessment,
and peer-assessment. She used flexible assessment activities and
conducted the assessment taking into account the student’s
background. She put much effort into her preparation to use AfL
strategies in her practicum:

Before I give feedback to them, I have to know all the details.
So, I have to prepare very well at night during the practicum. I
have spent much time engaged in preparation. This makes me feel
more confident in my teaching (PST 11, L 191–193).

Similarly, PST 10 prepared a detailed lesson plan of her
assessment strategies, and thought she had been able to
implement it effectively, taking into account possible student
responses:

From the beginning of preparing lesson plan, I pre think how
I’m gonna teach and use assessment, so it is not much difficult. All
lessons are taught in expected time range (PST 10, L 175,176).

Unlike PST 10, PST 27 did not prepare the lesson plan
systematically to fit the duration of the teaching, for example,
she did not set a time for each activity. Her teaching did not
match with the lesson plan as she was uncertain when to finish
the lessons:

I aimed to teach as I intended in my lesson plan. But when
I actually teach, I worry about not finishing all the lessons or
having enough time and I didn’t get to teach as I intended
(PST 27, L 80–82).

As this was the second practicum for the PSTs, they compared
their assessment practices with their first practicum experience.
They highlighted how they had improved their use of assessment
strategies in this second practicum as well as their assessment
decision-making skills. For example, PST 8 commented on her
improvement in setting success criteria and learning intention to
improve student learning:

Last time I also taught Myanmar subject (her first practicum),
which needs much roles of teachers’ explanation. This time I
planned how I’m gonna use assessment, setting success criteria
and learning intention before I get to teach. It’s really effective for
me letting me know the important facts (PST 8, L 207–212).

Similarly, PST 19 commented how she could better implement
feedback in this second practicum. In her first practicum,

she decided not to use feedback as she did not have enough
assessment knowledge and skills. In this second practicum, she
was satisfied with her use of feedback, and noted the progress of
her use and her students’ improvement in applying feedback in
their learning:

In the first practicum, I could not even assess their papers, not
even got to the stage giving feedback. I was just lazy, think teaching
was the main. But this time, I give feedback to let them know if
they actually understand. I realize how to give feedback and note
instantly (PST 19, L 222–228).

This section shows how PSTs’ preparation in assessment
before the practicum had an impact on PST successful
implementation of AfL strategies. In addition, PST assessment
knowledge helped them adjust implementation of assessment
strategies based on student backgrounds and learning needs.

Projective Dimension: PST Beliefs and
Values of Using Assessment
PST beliefs and values in using assessment is one of the key
themes influencing PST classroom assessment decision-making.
When PSTs had strong beliefs and values in relation to using
assessment to improve students’ learning, their positive efforts
in using appropriate assessment strategies could be seen in their
practicum. In the same way, PSTs did not put much effort
into their classroom assessment practices when they did not
really believe in the benefits of using assessment strategies to
improve learning.

Some PST were well-prepared for their use of assessment
strategies as they had strong beliefs and values of using these
assessments. For example, PST 8 described the effectiveness
of using assessment strategies. She articulated feedback in her
practicum based on her students’ needs. At the end, she was
satisfied in her use of assessment and her decision-making:

The best part is that when I give them feedback, I understand
how to make it interesting even writing in red pen. Most students
don’t like red, but I use it with trendy style, so they love it. Even
though they see comments in red on their papers, they read them
interestingly. I feel quite satisfied to see that they never make those
mistakes again and put much effort on it (PST 8, L 75–81).

In addition, she implemented questioning strategies
successfully. She could build the students’ answers into
subsequent questions, and articulated her students’ progress:

I am well-pleased with the assessment, especially the strategic
questioning. Depending on what students respond, I like that
I could lead them to get the correct answer themselves
(PST 8, L 143–145).

However, some PSTs received negative responses from
students as they could not see the positive benefits of their
assessments. Their PSTs did not use flexible teaching activities,
develop an environment of trust nor build students’ interest
in learning. For example, PST 17 did not implement even one
AfL strategy because he was not passionate about his practice
teaching:

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 5 April 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 628100

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


feduc-06-628100 March 26, 2021 Time: 18:5 # 6

Oo et al. Pre-service Teachers’ Decision-Making

It’s just practicum so I didn’t think I have much responsibility.
As the students were not obedient so I didn’t go against them. I
had to teach for only 2 weeks, so I didn’t scold them much and I
wasn’t too strict (PST 17, L 112–116).

Like PST 17, PST 3 could not implement at least one AfL
strategy successfully although she tried. Then she decided not
to use these assessment strategies. She did not develop an
environment of trust, did not undertake assessment taking into
account student background, and did not clarify or correct
students’ misconceptions. The evidence can be seen in the
following extract:

I told them to ask for help from their peers if they don’t
understand something. If not, they can ask to me (Interviewer: So,
did they come and ask you?). Yes, they came and asked me. Then,
I referred to another student who knows that answer. I couldn’t
do the detail explanation because of . . . (PST 3, L 83–85).

This shows that positive beliefs and values about using
assessment generally led to successful assessment practices in
practicum, and more negative attitudes led to an avoidance of the
use AfL strategies. This result is consistent with that of Izci and
Caliskan (2017) who suggested that the experience of successful
assessment practices through the positive personal effort of PSTs
leads to improving PSTs’ conceptions of assessment. To this end,
these results confirm the association between PST personal effort
and their successful assessment practices.

Practical-Evaluative Dimension:
Supervising Teachers’ Influence
While the practicum is important to improve PST assessment
practices in their teaching, not surprisingly supervising teachers
were one of the main influences on PST decision-making
regarding AfL strategies. In this study supervisors could
be divided into controlling or supporting. With controlling
supervising teachers, two sub-themes emerged: (i) control over
instructional strategies of PST teaching; and (ii) control over
the lessons/curriculum that PSTs need to teach. Regarding
supporting supervising teachers, two sub-themes emerged: (i)
academic/professional support through sharing lesson plans,
giving constructive feedback and discussing PSTs’ teaching;
and (ii) autonomy, the freedom to develop teaching and
assessment practices.

Controlling Effect of Supervising Teachers
This study looked closely at the influence of the personal
attributes of supervising teachers on PSTs: their supporting
and controlling effects. The study showed that supervising
teachers helped or hindered PST implementation of assessment
strategies. More controlling supervising teachers were associated
with developing tensions and a poor relationship between the
supervising teacher and PST. PSTs who had supervising teachers
who were very controlling in relation to instructional strategies
and the lessons/curriculum, commented that they had to change
their assessment decisions and they adjusted their assessment
strategies. They could not use assessment strategies according to
their lesson plan.

When supervising teachers controlled their instructional
strategies, PSTs were not allowed to use assessment-based
activities. For example, PST 12 planned to use questioning
strategies, feedback, self-assessment and peer-assessment over a
range of activities. However, her supervising teachers persisted in
controlling her teaching. She commented on how her supervising
teacher influenced her teaching:

My supervising teacher told me to teach what I need to teach,
like focusing on lessons, not on any extra activities. And she is
not observing my teaching from outside of the classroom, she is
even sitting in the class with the students (most of her teaching
periods) so I don’t get any chance to let students do any activities.
Also, the students around her didn’t concentrate on my teaching
(PST 12, L 153–155).

Subsequently, PST 12 revealed that she could not use most
assessment strategies as she expected and planned. In the middle
of her practicum, she decided not to implement assessment
strategies because of the tension with her supervising teacher.
She was not satisfied with her use of AfL strategies although she
recognized the importance and effectiveness of using assessment
after the program.

As a result of such control over their teaching, some PSTs
were not motivated to use assessment strategies. They could
not make choose to use trustworthy assessment strategies to
improve students’ learning. For example, PSTs 7 and 28 were
hesitant to use assessment strategies as their supervising teachers
gave critical feedback in front of their students to control their
use of assessment activities. At the end of their practicum,
they were unenthusiastic about their teaching and their use
of assessment-based activities. The controlling effect of their
supervising teachers can be seen in the following extract:

Before even taking the class, I felt uncomfortable worrying that
I might get scolded by my supervising teacher. I am not free to
teach at all. I am not satisfied with my teaching as I don’t have
much preparation time and I don’t get to use much assessments.
While assessments are in advance, the class might get noisy, so
I am concerned about what the other class teachers think. That’s
why I didn’t use assessment frequently (PST 7, L 97–100).

While I ask my students to participate in assessment activities,
the teachers always shout and scold at us saying “Keep the voice
down, it disturbs other classes.” He does that every 2 days. So, I
have to think twice before I do activities (PST 28, L 87–94).

In terms of the controlling effect of supervising teachers on
lesson content, PSTs mentioned that their supervising teachers
were very strict about finishing lessons. They commented that
when their supervising teachers asked three or four times to
complete lessons in the practicum, it was hard to apply AfL
strategies to improve student learning. They commented that
they were forced to focus on the completion of lessons rather than
the use of AfL strategies because of the controlling effect of their
supervising teachers. For example:

Before I started taking a class, I aimed to teach effectively to
make sure students understand, by applying proper assessment.
But I was instructed to teach up to their [supervising teachers’]
expected curriculum, so I had to rush and even took extra classes.
My aimed assessment plan was ruined (PST 14, L 33–38).
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Having negative experiences with supervising teachers also
led to negative consequences for the PSTs’ teaching practice.
Some PSTs commented that they received critical comments on
their teaching, and they developed bad relationships with their
supervising teachers. For example, PST 3 commented that she
felt disappointed and unmotivated in her teaching because of
criticism from her supervising teacher:

She said she could not teach again what I had taught, and the
exam was coming at the end of the month, so students were gonna
fail. That’s what she said. And I even ask myself am I the reason
why students gonna fail? (PST 3, L 186–189)

These findings reflect those of Smith (2010) who also found
that disagreement between student teachers and supervising
teachers had a negative effect. PSTs have more challenges
when their supervising teachers are controlling their assessment
practices (Cavanagh and Prescott, 2007). These results are
consistent with the literature, indicating that supervising teachers
have an influence not only on PSTs’ teaching (Spooner-Lane et al.,
2009; Smith, 2010; Izadinia, 2016; Livy et al., 2016) but also on
their authentic assessment practices in the classroom (Graham,
2005; Volante and Fazio, 2007; Absolum et al., 2009; Eyers, 2014;
Jiang, 2015).

Supporting Effect of Supervising Teachers
With supportive supervising teachers, two sub-themes emerged
in relation to their behaviors: (i) the provision of more autonomy,
which gave PSTs the freedom to develop their teaching and
assessment practices; and (ii) academic/professional support
through sharing lesson plans, giving constructive feedback and
discussing PSTs’ teaching. In particular, PSTs who gained greater
autonomy during their practicum better understood assessment
strategies and continuously applied the results of any assessment
activity to identify room for improvement in both their teaching
and students’ learning.

If PSTs had supportive supervising teachers who provided
autonomy in their teaching, they could then make trustworthy
decisions in using assessment to enhance students’ learning. For
example, PST 11 commented that her supervising teacher did not
tightly control her teaching and gave her freedom regarding the
use of assessment strategies. Therefore, she was able to choose
appropriate assessment strategies based on students’ responses.

My supervising teacher didn’t control my instructional
strategies and the lesson/curriculum that I need to teach. She
explained what lessons I need to finish within these 2 weeks at
the beginning of my practicum. She gave me the autonomy. She
just came to observe my teaching twice for assessment purposes
(PST 11, L 53–57).

A comparison of these findings with those of other studies
(Weaver and Stanulis, 1996; Moody, 2009) confirm that
autonomy can create the opportunity for PSTs to improve their
teaching during practicum. Hence, this study seems to reinforce
the literature which suggests that PSTs need to have sufficient
autonomy to improve their teaching and assessment practices.

Regarding academic support from the supervising teacher,
very few PST received academic support such as sharing

lesson plans and giving constructive feedback on their teaching
practices. PST 9 and 20 were an exception, receiving such support
from their supervising teachers.

She supported by providing me with materials. For example,
notes of the lesson which is related to the lessons of the
curriculum. She showed me how she did it (PST 9, L 48–49).

I got the support from them, for example, their notes of
the lesson. Then, she advised me how I can do the teaching
(PST 20, L 73–74).

In contrast to these PSTs, most PST did not get any
professional support from their supervising teachers, such as
engaging in a discussion about their teaching, although, PSTs
wanted to such support during practicum. For example, PST 7
expected emotional support from his supervising teachers such
as friendly and helpful guidance:

When I had my first teaching period, she didn’t tell me how
to teach with regard to the curriculum, nor did she discuss with
me or even introduce me to the students. That’s when I become
inactive (PST 7, L 179–182).

The PSTs expected to receive such support, including engaging
in discussion about their teaching. This finding reinforces studies
(Cherian, 2007; Caires et al., 2012) which indicated PST need
emotional and caring support from their supervising teachers.
In addition, this finding confirms the results of previous studies
(Richards and Crookes, 1988; Volante and Fazio, 2007; Spooner-
Lane et al., 2009) that found insufficient support by supervising
teachers in PST practicums. Nguyen (2016) suggested that many
supervising teachers will support PSTs only when they have
problems during the practicum. However, like other studies
(Jiang, 2015), this study found that PSTs only successfully
engaged in experimentation with assessment practices if they
had the support of their supervising teachers, especially positive
and frequent support. Therefore, supervising teachers need to be
prepared to support PST AfL assessment practices.

As can be seen from these findings, supervising teachers play
an important role in PST practicum. These results are consistent
with the literature, indicating that supervising teachers have an
influence not only on PST’s teaching (Spooner-Lane et al., 2009;
Smith, 2010; Izadinia, 2016; Livy et al., 2016) but also on their
authentic assessment practices in the classroom (Graham, 2005;
Volante and Fazio, 2007; Absolum et al., 2009; Eyers, 2014; Jiang,
2015). Hence, it is important for supervising teachers to have a
positive influence on PST assessment.

However, in Myanmar, where this study took place, there is no
proper mentoring program for supervising teachers about how
to be a good mentor and how to help PSTs in their practicum.
Hence, the findings of this study suggest that supervising teachers
should be provided with guidelines on how to support PST,
especially in relation to PSTs’ assessment practices and their
classroom assessment decision-making during the practicum.

Practical-Evaluative Dimension: Student
Responses
This study also found that students’ responses influenced
PST classroom assessment decision-making. When PSTs
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implemented AfL strategies in their practicum, they received
various positive, negative or a combination of both responses
from their students. PSTs made decisions to adjust their use of
assessment strategies or to stop using them, based on students’
responses. It is possible that students’ responses depended on
how students saw their PST and to what extent their PSTs were
engaged, reflective, and how much effort and passion they put
into their teaching.

When PSTs had positive responses from students, they
decided to use assessment strategies frequently to improve their
students’ learning. Such PSTs mentioned their students’ active
participation in assessment activities, ongoing discussion about
the lesson after the practicum and positive comments from their
students. Some PSTs asked for feedback from their students after
the practicum so they could reflect on their teaching. They felt
satisfied about their decision to use AfL strategies if they received
positive comments from students. For example:

In their comments which are anonymous, they (her students)
said they had a clear understanding after engaging in all
assessment activities. If not, they could not decide the correct
answer (PST 10, L 46–48).

Therefore, students’ engagement and their progress were
positive influencing factors which helped PSTs use appropriate
assessment strategies. For example, PST 11 commented on her
students’ engagement in assessment practices. Although her
students were not familiar with the strategies, the progress of her
students could be seen through the outcome of using of them:

Even if I forget to give feedback, they remind me to do it (PST
11, L 167–168).

Some come along with questions saying that they think it
ought to be another way. And I think this is kind of showing their
engagement and you can see their interest (PST 11, L 71–73).

As a result, she decided to use these strategies till the end
of the practicum. These results are consistent with those of
Absolum et al. (2009) who noted the positive effect of active
student-teacher collaboration in assessment practices. However,
some PSTs decided not to use these assessments when they had
unexpected challenges from their students. For example, some
students did not want to give feedback to their peers. In this case,
their students gave feedback to PSTs. For example:

After they have done the peer-assessment, they never wanted
to give feedback to other students. They always come to me, show
me what they’ve done and tell me how they think. That’s not what
I expected them to do in their peer-assessment (PST 2, L 64–67).

They don’t wanna give feedback to their peers. What they
worry is about that they might assess others wrongly. They never
write negative feedback although it is wrong. They worry that they
might annoy other students. Maybe because they have never done
that before (PST 1, L 49–53).

However, some students had arguments with their peers based
on the feedback. Consequently, some PSTs commented that using
peer-assessment did not work well according to their lesson plan.
They stopped using peer-assessment as they could not control the
classroom situation:

I thought they would love to undertake peer-assessment before
practicum. When I actually do it, they argue a lot. Therefore, I
think before I actually assign peer-assessment to them. I should
probably change their attitude first (PST 6, L 115–117).

Therefore, this study showed that students’ responses toward
AfL strategies influenced the success or failure of their
assessment practices. This result confirms the results of previous
studies (Elwood and Klenowski, 2002; Absolum et al., 2009;
Jiang, 2015) which found that the influence of students on
PST assessment practices was fundamental for effective AfL.
Charteris and Dargusch (2018) also observed that students
are crucial in shaping and reshaping PST assessment practices
during the practicum.

During classroom interactions, the way students responded to
their teachers was related to how teachers treated them in terms
of using assessment. It follows then that students responded
positively to PSTs in terms of the overall AfL strategies, and each
AfL strategy when they saw positive efforts from their PSTs. On
the other hand, students responded negatively when they saw the
negative efforts of their PSTs. The performance of PSTs is one of
the causes of positive and negative student responses. However,
it should be noted that this study focuses on the results from the
perspectives of PSTs.

Practical-Evaluative Dimension:
Classroom Realities
During PST assessment practices, classroom realities emerged
as one of the influencing factors on PST assessment decision-
making. The classroom setting of the school, the number of
teaching periods, and the time of day of the particular period
influenced assessment decision-making during the practicum.

The classroom setting of the school was one of the
influential factors in PSTs’ assessment practices. Unless they had
enough space, PSTs could not implement the assessment-based
activities effectively. Many PSTs needed to group students or
rearrange students in a lecture-oriented classroom when they
implemented assessment-based activities. For this reason, some
PSTs commented that they were negatively influenced by the
classroom setting. They stopped using self- and peer-assessments
because of the negative influence of space in the classroom. For
example:

The classroom isn’t wide enough. It can’t rearrange desks and
chairs for activities. It’s just wasting time (PST 28, L 29–30).

The classroom is not large enough for a teacher to walk
through (PST 14, L 20).

In contrast, some PSTs reported that they had enough space
to implement assessment-based activities. For example, PST 11
commented that her classroom was wide enough to implement
most AfL strategies:

The classroom has enough space for 36 students to perform
assessment-based activities, so it doesn’t matter to be noisy
(PST 11, L 47–49).

The data suggests that PSTs need enough space in their
classroom to do key assessment activities. Therefore, the physical
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setting of the school help PSTs choose appropriate assessment
strategies based on students’ needs.

A second classroom reality was the number of teaching
periods, which the PSTs could not control. This study found a
variety of PSTs’ experience regarding the number of teaching
periods. Some PSTs had more than three teaching periods per day
while some had less than one teaching period per day. When PSTs
had fewer teaching periods in their practicum, they did not get the
chance to implement more assessment strategies or assessment
practices. For example, PST 4 mentioned that:

I got just five teaching periods for the whole practice teaching.
This is not enough to get an experience of assessment practices
(PST 4, L 222,223).

This study shows that PST can experiment with more AfL
strategies when they have more teaching periods where they
have a chance to practice their assessment knowledge and skills.
These results are consistent with those of Mitton-Kukner and Orr
(2014) who found that the length of the teaching period is one of
the influences on the PST practicum.

In terms of time of day, four PSTs commented that they have
positive and negative influences in their assessment practices, for
example, earlier and later time of day. They commented that the
time of day had an effect on students’ involvement in assessment
practices. For example:

Most of the students could not concentrate on lessons at the
last period of a day. During last class, they just wanna finish the
class. Only the students sitting on the front seats pay attention on
teaching (PST 1, L 119–121).

As my class time is second period so that’s ok. Once one physics
teacher requested me to switch my class with hers because she
wanted her students to learn in fresh minds. And I ended up
taking afternoon class which is period after lunch break. I could
not teach properly on that days. I had to wait may be 15 min
because there was complete chaos when I entered the classroom
(PST 8, L 30–35).

These PSTs commented that if they had the earlier time of
day, they could decide to implement more AfL strategies and
their students could engage more in assessment practices. If
PSTs had teaching periods later in the day, students did not
actively engage in assessment activities. Therefore, an earlier time
of day had a positive influence on students’ responses in PSTs’
assessment practices while a later time of day had a negative
influence on students’ responses. This suggests that time of the
day is one of the classroom realities that PST could not control.
Therefore, PST should be equipped with many opportunities
to experiment with assessment practices in the practicum. In
addition, there is no literature on the association between these
factors of classroom realities and PST assessment practices.
Therefore, further studies need to be undertaken which can take
these influences into account.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Drawing on the nature of teacher agency, this study has
enabled us to understand the factors which can influence
PSTs’ assessment decision-making process and the extent

to which PSTs can exercise agency by engaging with the
influencing factors of school context, available resources, and
their beliefs and experiences. The factors which influenced
classroom assessment decision-making found in this study were
(i) the iterational dimension: PST assessment knowledge (ii)
the projective dimension: PST beliefs and values of using
assessment, and (iii) the practical evaluative dimension: their
supervising teachers, students’ responses, and classroom realities.
These influences on teacher assessment decision-making are
somewhat aligned with previous studies (McMillan and Nash,
2000; McMillan, 2003) which also demonstrated the influence
of external factors, including state accountability testing, district
policies, and parents. However, as the role of PSTs in the
practicum does not include working with parents and school
leaders within such a short period of practice teaching
in Myanmar, the influence of parents and district policies
was not explored.

In decision-making processes, there is also tension between
PSTs’ beliefs and values and external influences: stakeholder,
student responses, and classroom realities which is consistent
with the results of Black and Wiliam (1998a) and McMillan
(2003). PSTs who have a good sense of how AfL operates,
in using on-going assessment and using the results to
make decisions including adjustment of learning and teaching
activities, developed tension with supervising teachers who
exerted strong control over their practicum. In addition,
when PSTs are negatively influenced by one or more of
these factors, they could not make appropriate assessment
decisions to improve students’ learning. Those PSTs who gained
greater autonomy during their practicum better understood
assessment strategies and continuously applied the results of
any assessment activity to identify room for improvement
both in their teaching and students’ learning. Therefore,
this study contributes to recent literature on teacher agency
(Priestley et al., 2013, 2015; Buchanan, 2015; Loutzenhesier
and Heer, 2017) which has argued that teacher agency during
PST assessment practices is heavily impacted by particular
contextual factors. Teacher agency has emerged through
their engagement with the environment which is consistent
with previous studies (Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Priestley
et al., 2013; van der Nest et al., 2018). Teachers exercised
their attributes in engaging with that specific context, for
example, modifying the assessment strategies. PSTs responded
differently to these influences in accordance with the findings of
Verberg et al. (2016).

In general, teacher training institutes or colleges need to
understand the essential role of authentic assessment practices
in classrooms for PSTs. Participating in assessment practices
develops a sense of agency that they can engage with real
students in classroom. The findings of this study show that
PSTs improved their classroom assessment decision-making
through working with students. Therefore, teacher training
institutes or colleges need to ensure that student teachers have
an opportunity to practice and reflect on their assessment during
practicum. To improve PST classroom assessment decision-
making in their assessment practices, cooperation between
teacher training institutes and school practicum schools must
be improved. It is important that PSTs, teacher educators
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and the other key stakeholders from the practicum school
can speak the same language, especially in PST teaching
where influences on PST assessment practices are interactive.
However, in Myanmar, there is less contact between teacher
educators and the practicum school in terms of improving PST
assessment practices and teaching than in assessing PST teaching
generally. This suggests that teacher educators, supervising
teachers and PSTs should cooperate more at the beginning
of the practicum. This study provides a better understanding
of how to improve PST assessment decision-making in their
assessment practices through addressing the interactive nature of
assessment influences.
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