5.1 The importance and challenges of assessment issues in ITT. What is there to consider if you are responsible for the assessment of history trainees?  
It may be a cliché to say that those involved in the training of teachers are ‘the gatekeepers to the profession’ but it is nonetheless true. Bestowing a ‘pass’ and stating that trainees have successfully met the Standards for QTS  gives trainees a licence to teach at any school in the age range for which they have been prepared.  Although the judgement has to be ‘checked’ or validated at the end of their first year in the profession, granting a pass potentially unleashes them on generations of children. In the words of Bowers (1990: 19) ‘There are poor teachers, to be sure, but one bad teacher is more dangerous than one bad surgeon, because one bad surgeon can only hurt one person at a time.’ 
One of the main challenges in terms of trying to perfect our arrangements for assessing trainees is that many strands of the Standards are not ‘all or nothing’ achievements. Whereas it could be argued that people can either ride a bike or not, whether they can, for example, ‘communicate sensitively and effectively with parents and carers, recognising their roles in pupils’ learning, and their rights, responsibilities and interests in this’ (Standard 1.4) might be considered a more difficult and subjective judgement call.  Many areas of the Standards for QTS are ‘multi-faceted’: think how many factors are involved in deciding whether a trainee is ‘competent’ or ‘good’ at assessment, or ‘subject knowledge’ (see sections 5.6 and 5.7).
One illustration of the difficulty of devising, adapting and developing really effective arrangements for assessing the progress and achievements of trainees against the Standards is the fact that in a recent round of Ofsted/HMI inspection, only ten out of 39 providers achieved a Grade 1 in this cell.

Considering the importance and complexity of this facet of history ITT, it is perhaps surprising that the range of literature is less developed and extensive than in other areas. The materials for this unit are derived from three main sources: Ofsted/HMI reports on this aspect of training, book chapters by HMI (see Baker et al, 2000), and interviews with experienced subject tutors.
Activity 5.1.1: What can we learn from Ofsted/HMI reports on assessing history trainees? 

Activity 5.1.2: What is there to think about in the area of assessing history trainees?
5.2 Working with the Standards for QTS

Although the Standards provide a common framework for assessing trainees, different partnerships use different instruments and procedures to deal with them. Clearly you will have to work within the framework of your institution, but it is worth considering some of the general issues associated with this area.

What form should the documentation of meeting the Standards take? There is a tension between rigour and administrative burden and there can be a difference between procedures which have a formative value in helping to move trainees forward in the Standards, and ones which do not have any developmental value, and which simply provide evidence that trainees have met a strand of the Standards. A portfolio of evidence may provide precise examples of meeting the Standards and is easy to check, but adds an additional burden on trainees. Teaching files may provide a greater bulk of evidence and would be easier for trainees to maintain but are more difficult to check against the Standards.

How much evidence is required to show the Standards have been met? There are no easy answers to this, especially as you may believe that some Standards are more important than others, so the evidence you are looking for may vary from Standard to Standard. It is, however, important for the trainees to show that they have made progress across the course in relation to the Standards. 

Should trainees be graded? The Standards are a set of competencies, and the required judgement concerns whether each of these has been met. In this sense grades are unnecessary. However there is an argument that it is important to differentiate between trainees. At present, a full Ofsted inspection requires the grading of trainees, but there is no compulsion to do this every year, nor ever to communicate that grade to trainees.
How can all sides in an ITT partnership develop a shared understanding of the Standards? One of the criticisms of ITT in an earlier round of Ofsted/HMI inspection was that not all trainees or mentors had a clear grasp and working knowledge of the Standards for QTS (Ofsted, 1999, Baker et al., 2000).  Unit 4 (section 4.3) provides some examples of working with school based colleagues to create this shared sense of understanding, but it is also important that the trainees understand them as well. It is relatively straightforward to link university sessions to the Standards or ask trainees to identify which Standards they feel have been met at any given point. Tutorials and formal written reviews should also help indicate this. 

Activity 5.2.1 Putting principles into practice
5.3: Dealing with borderline, failing and ‘cause for concern’ trainees

This is one of the most important, difficult, and potentially unpleasant facets of assessing trainees. Partly because it is a comparatively unedifying part of working with trainees, problems sometimes arise.  Sometimes, mentors are simply too kind and nice to be explicit with trainees about areas of concern and weakness – they might be OK telling subject tutors about worries in the course of a school visit, but are not always clear about concerns and reservations in writing, and can express these concerns to trainees in an oblique and understated way which means that the trainee has not grasped the scale of the concern. On first placement, mentors can try too hard to be positive, so that concerns do not always ‘show up’ in the final summary report on first placement. This then means that if the concern emerges on second placement, the trainee can present it as a clash of personalities (‘There was no problem with this on first placement….’). Sometimes trainees claim that no one told them that there was cause for concern, or that they were in danger of failing to meet the Standards, or concerns arise so late in the course of the training year that there is very little written evidence to support the judgement to fail the trainee.
Activity 5.3.1: Dealing with borderline/failing trainees 

5.4  Differentiating between trainees who are meeting the Standards

The pass/fail judgement is a particularly grave element of the professional responsibility of those involved in ITT, but it is not the only area of assessment where complex and difficult judgements and decisions have to be made.  If it is a year when the course is subject to full Ofsted/HMI Inspection, we are obliged to determine whether each of our trainees is ‘very good with several outstanding features’, ‘good with no significant weaknesses, ‘adequate’, or below the level at which they can be granted QTS, so that our judgements can be calibrated against those inspecting the course.  These decisions have important consequences for the outcomes of the inspection.  Those who have experience of recent Ofsted/HMI inspection will be aware of the tension between being positive (or optimistic?) about the standard of trainees’ performance in the final stages of their teaching placement, therefore opening up the possibility of the highest possible grading for the quality of trainees’ performance in these cells of the inspection judgement, and the risk of  pushing this optimism too far, undermining the inspectors’ confidence in the soundness of judgements made on trainees. This process is a test of integrity as well as judgement. 

But inspection is not the only reason for differentiating in our assessment of trainee competence. We need to be able to provide an accurate assessment of trainees’ comparative strengths and weaknesses across the various strands of the Standards when we write confidential references for first posts. As well as informing schools about the trainees’ priorities for continuing professional development, we have to calibrate these references accurately against other trainees in our cohort so that we are being ‘fair’ about their overall quality when decisions are made at interview. This is particularly important in history, where competition for posts is fierce compared to almost all other curriculum subjects. There will be many occasions where several trainees apply for the same post. We are not doing any favours to trainees whose performance on the course has been outstanding if our confidential references do not delineate between those who have been outstanding and those who have just been ‘good’, or ‘sound’.  Whilst we might legitimately wish to present trainees’ performance as positively as is consistent with the evidence which has been accumulated about their performance on the course, we must try to ensure that our summative judgements are a fair and accurate reflection of how well they have performed against the Standards.  Some may be very effective and accomplished teachers even within their NQT year, others may take longer to become excellent history teachers.

Activity 5.4.1: What are the issues to consider when writing references?
Activity 5.4.2: Writing references
. 

5.5 Formative aspects of the assessment of trainees

Given the pressure to move towards more individualised training programmes, formative assessment arrangements are one way to ensure this happens. Clearly the taught programme of a course provides a common core of experience, but other elements of the course will be more individualistic. 

It is possible to devise assignments, audits, monitoring and tracking against the Standards which are perfectly adequate for making summative judgments on trainees’ progress against the Standards, but which trainees regard as absolutely pointless in terms of helping them to get better.  Working out how to use these assessment points effectively in identifying individual needs and thus moving a trainee forward, as well as measuring progress and providing ‘evidence’ of this is a complex and interesting challenge. 

Although the idea of ‘target setting’ is a well established process in most ITT courses, there are different views about what makes it effective. For example, not everyone agrees that all targets should be ‘SMART’;  there are different views as to how many targets should be given to trainees at a particular time, and there is a continuum between ‘hard-edged’ targets and ‘things to think about’ in more general terms. A related aspect to target setting is the need to devise suitable strategies or training activities that will help trainees make progress towards meeting the target(s). Obviously focused practice has a critical role to play, but it is of no help to a trainee whose target is to ‘improve the starts of lessons’ simply to suggest that they do this by ‘improving the start of lessons’! They need to be offered more specific suggestions about how to improve: for example by focused observation, trialling particular techniques or reviewing the KS3 materials in relation to starters. Mentors and trainees need support with both the setting of targets and strategies. 

In reality, everything a trainee undertakes on the course should be seen as a training activity that will help them move forward in their progress against the Standards.  This includes written assignments which ought to contribute formatively to progress in the Standards rather than just measuring the extent to which trainees have met elements of the Standards.

Activity 5.5.1 Using formative assessment to move forward
Activity 5.5.2 Working with mentors and trainees on target setting
Activity 5.5.3 Target setting in practice

Activity 5.5.4 Formative use of written assignments
5.6: The complexity of subject knowledge

Section 2.1 of the Standards states that trainees must demonstrate ‘a secure knowledge and understanding of the subjects they are trained to teach’ (DfES/TTA, 2002: 7), but what does this entail, and how can we ‘unpack’ subject knowledge in a way that makes it clear to trainees what they have to do to become competent in the various strands of subject knowledge (‘Inspecting subject knowledge’ (Baker et al, 2000, 211-219 contains a useful Ofsted view of what they regard as subject knowledge)?
Subject knowledge can be seen as combining:

a. Period knowledge - having a good grasp of medieval history, The Tudors, the Victorians, World War Two and so forth. Trainees will often understandably have large gaps in some areas. How these gaps are filled is important. Should a trainee read Simon Schama’s book ‘Citizens’ on the French Revolution or the school textbook? At the very least, trainees ought to have a clear outline of the main events and themes within a period, as well as an understanding of the main historiographical trends.
b. The nature and discipline of history (see also unit 6) – this includes understanding the second order concepts that shape how we teach the subject as well as having a sense of the purpose of history (and school history). A grasp of the full breadth of benefits which the subject might bestow on young people. Some commentators have argued that an inability to think through why we are inflicting history on young people is one of the most common causes of poor and ineffective history teaching (see, for example, Haydn et al. 2001). Trainees also need to understand the contested nature of what and how we teach, which will help inform future debates about the subject and its position within the curriculum.
c. Pedagogical content knowledge – this is the ability to turn your understanding of the subject into a form that can be taught in an understandable way to pupils. This draws on knowledge of pupils, what is appropriate for different ages and abilities, types of activities that are effective, useful resources and so forth.
In addition to possessing subject content knowledge ‘at a standard equivalent to degree level’, trainees need to know and understand:

· the National Curriculum Programmes of Study for history at Key Stage 3
· the cross curricular expectations of the National Curriculum and the guidance set out in the National Strategy for Key Stage 3 (2.1.c)
· pathways of progression through the 14-19 phase and with the Key Skills specified by QCA and the national qualifications framework. 
· the progression within and beyond their own school subject and the range of qualifications to which their subject contributes (2.1.d).

Beyond this, trainees are expected to know and understand or be familiar with:

· the Values, Aims and Purposes and the General Teaching Requirements set out in the National Curriculum Handbook
· the programmes of study for Citizenship and the Framework for Personal Social and Health Education
· the expectations, typical curricula and teaching arrangements in the Key Stages before and after the ones they are trained to teach (2.3)
· how pupils’ learning in history is affected by various aspects of their development (intellectual, linguistic, cultural etc) (2.4)
· how to use ICT effectively in their history teaching (2.5)
· how to teach history effectively to pupils who have special educational needs (2.6).
This is a daunting list, but as trainers we need to consider carefully where trainees will acquire knowledge of these various elements and where our main priorities lie. It also needs to be carried out in a manner that occurs naturally within the course and is integral to trainees’ development, rather than being bolted on. 

There ought to be a place as well for trainees to consider the debates and concerns within the subject community about knowledge and issues relating to coherence and progression across the various key stages. As teachers they need to be equipped to engage in future debate. 

Activity 5.6.1 Subject knowledge
5.7:  Developing an understanding of assessment

As with subject knowledge, assessment is a broad area of the Standards, with many aspects to explore. What does it mean, ‘to be competent’ at monitoring and assessment.  In addition to considering Standards 3.2.1 to 3.2.7 relating to monitoring and assessment, subject tutors need to discuss the practical context of assessment with mentors and trainees.  Resource 5.7.1 offers examples of what one subject tutor and partner mentors thought constituted ‘a grounding’ in monitoring and assessment. Trainees need to have a well developed understanding of the purposes of assessment, and of some of the tensions and difficulties in issues of assessment and progression in school history. Each school will have its own assessment policy and it is important that trainees experience different models in placement schools, but also get the chance to analyse and critique the range of practice that exists.

Activity 5.7.1 Gaining a grounding in assessment

