
Student teachers’ understanding and application of Assessment for 

Learning during a Physical Education Teacher Education course  

There is widespread consensus on the need for Assessment for Learning (AfL) in 

both university courses and school programs. Given the prevalence of traditional 

practices in school physical education where assessment is basic or non-existent 

we might ask whether AfL is present in Physical Education Teacher Education 

(PETE) courses? Where it is, we may wonder whether the student teachers’ 

concept of AfL is consistent with the concept advocated for and developed in the 

literature and in policy. This paper draws on a qualitative study that was 

conducted on a core unit within a PETE course delivered by a university in 

England. Despite the fact that the students lacked a voice in framing their 

understanding and uses of AfL, we could say that most students appeared to have 

grasped the concept, not just as a theoretical framework but also in terms of 

applying different strategies during their practice in schools.  They reported that 

they found this knowledge relevant and useful, they recognised the need to learn 

more about it, and they also had the intention to incorporate this knowledge in 

their future professional practice. Given these findings, we conclude this paper 

with a brief discussion of why traditional approaches to assessment in school 

physical education appear to persist.  
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Introduction 

Assessment is a particularly troublesome process for Physical Education Teacher 

Education (PETE) given the practical nature of the subject in the compulsory years of 

primary and secondary school and the difficulties physical education teachers have 

traditionally experienced in assessing pupil learning (Hay and Penney, 2013; López-

Pastor et al., 2013). Traditional assessment approaches in PE have often been product 

oriented, focusing on components of fitness, or de-contextualised, as in the case of 

assessment of isolated skills (Penney, Brooker, Hay and Gillespie, 2009). Although the 

wide overview of research studies on assessment in physical education provided by 

Lopez et al. (2013) shows important progress in this area (characterised by the authors 

in such terms as alternative assessment, authentic assessment, formative assessment, 

assessment for learning, and integrated assessment) their work also shows that these 

approaches are far from being regular, integral, widespread and educationally 

productive. 

It has been argued by Biggs (1999) and Brown and Glasner (1999) among others 

that assessment has a central part to play in student-centred teaching. If more student-

centred approaches are to be a possibility in a subject most often characterised as 

traditionally teacher-directed (Kirk, 2010), it is a matter of some importance to 

investigate whether and how student teachers learn about assessment in this subject of 

physical education, given that it deals predominantly with practical physical activity 

knowledge particularly within the compulsory years of schooling for young people 

between 5 and 16 years of age.  

According to Penney et al. (2009), quality physical education requires an 

alignment of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. As they point out, there would be a 



two-way relationship, such that while particular assessment tasks / conditions may 

impact pedagogy, established pedagogical practices can also impact/ shape assessment. 

At the same time, it might be said that not all forms of assessment necessarily have a 

positive impact on pedagogy, particular assessment associated with traditional directive 

forms of teaching and with rote learning, which have been common practice in physical 

education for a century or more.  

According to Hay and Penney (2009:391), for assessment to work optimally in 

physical education, it is necessary to integrate four conditions: a) a primary focus on 

assessment for learning; b) authentic assessment concerned with the relationships 

between learning content and contexts and their connection with the world beyond the 

classroom; c) assurance of validity and; d) socially just approaches to assessment. If 

student teachers are to learn to integrate these four conditions, they need to be present in 

teacher education programmes. This is not, however, a straightforward process. As 

revealed by Veal’s (1988) research, secondary physical education teachers’ actual 

assessment practices were rarely consistent with the practices they had been encouraged 

to learn during their pre-service teacher training, since the teachers believed such 

practices were not transferable to the reality of teaching physical education in schools, a 

perspective that more recent research (eg. Hay and Penney, 2009) suggests has 

persisted.  

Beyond physical education and more generally in the university curriculum, in 

the 1990s and at the beginning of the 21st century some authors raised critical voices on 

assessment methods. They denounced assessment that was mainly in the hands of 

university tutors (Sluijsmans et al., 1998); students had to seek their teachers’ approval 

regarding assessment (Fallows and Chandramahan (2001); the methods used had no 

consistency with academic values, goals of independent and meaningful learning, and 



developing critical thinking skills (Boud, 1990); and from students’ perspectives, 

summative assessment was prevalent in the university (Fullan, 1991). Also, other 

studies about dominant approaches to assessment within the university seem to indicate 

that few changes have been made in recent years and that this represents one of the big 

challenges for university teaching and learning (Zabalza, 2003). Despite López-Pastor 

et al.’s (2013) encouraging report, there is little reason to believe physical education 

teacher education is any different the situation in the university more broadly. 

Boud et al., (2010) have argued that assessment is more effective when students 

and tutors share responsibility for it and that a more effective assessment strategy for 

enabling student-centred teaching is considered to be formative assessment and in 

particular assessment for learning (AfL), both of which imply the use of participative 

practices such as self-assessment, peer assessment and co-assessment. AfL is defined by 

the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) (2002) as the process of seeking and interpreting 

evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their 

learning, where they need to go and how best to get therei.  This notion has been 

supported and developed by authors such as Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall and Wiliam 

(2002); Blanchard (2009); Carless (2010); Sadler (2010), among others. 

AfL is increasingly part of accepted orthodoxy, with massive government 

funding in England, a central place in national assessment in Wales, and an export to the 

USA (Taras, 2009). In other countries like Spain, it is a concept that has been developed 

especially since the last educative reform (2006) called Ley Ordenación Educativa 

(LOE). In Scotland, AfL lies at the heart of the Curriculum for Excellence (Scottish 

Government, 2011). Also, many different European research projectsii have 

demonstrated clear benefits accrue from the use of formative assessment, including 

AfL.   Among these benefits can be highlighted the increased participation of students 



in the learning process (Sanmartí, 2007), better results from their learning, improved 

processes, the development of metacognitive capacities and the aptitude for reflexive 

and critical analysis and, finally, the increased responsibility and autonomy of the 

students (López Pastor et al., 2013). 

Within schools, the promotion of AfL is evident from the large number of 

guides and documents provided to teachers at all stages of compulsory education as part 

of a National Strategyiii  in England.   This National Strategy contains sections on 

assessment which include numerous sets of guidelines, resources and opportunities for 

sharing experiences and improving assessment, mainly based on the influential work of 

Black and Wiliam (1998).   Although some of the ideas proposed by these authors have 

been called into question (Taras, 2007, 2009), they remain central to the majority of 

publications on the topic. Likewise, universities, in their quest for excellence, also 

largely define their key approach to teaching, learning and assessment by reference to 

the guidelines established in 1997 within the Dearing Report.  These guidelines place 

significant emphasis on student-centred teaching methodologies and AfL. What seems 

clear is that both school and university policies on assessment stress that the key 

characteristics of AfL are as follow: a) sharing learning objectives with learners; b) 

helping learners to know and recognize the standards they are aiming for; c) involving 

learners in peer and self-assessment; d) providing feedback that leads learners to 

recognize their next steps and how to take them; e) promoting confidence that every 

learner can improve and f) involving both teacher and learner in reviewing and 

reflecting on assessment information (Assessment Reform Group, 1999). 

Nevertheless, despite the clarity of this Assessment Reform Group (ARG) 

account, sometimes tutors and student teachers’ perceptions of AfL do not match. 

MacLellan (2001), in his study of tutors’ and students’ perceptions of AfL in a Scottish 



higher education context, a BEd (Hons) Programme), showed that there was a 

significant difference between tutors and students. The results suggested that while staff 

declared a commitment to the formative purposes of assessment and maintained that the 

full range of learning was frequently assessed, the students’ perceptions were that they 

engaged in practices which militated against formative and authentic assessment.  

Taking into account this literature and the policies in the context of school 

education and the university sector in England, it might be suggested there is an 

emerging consensus  of the need for AfL in both university courses and school 

programmes. Moreover, given the strangle-hold traditional practices have on school 

physical education where assessment is still linked especially to the use of physical 

fitness tests aimed at grading the students’ performance (López-Pastor et al., 2013) or is 

non-existent (see Moynihan et al., 2006), we might ask whether AfL is present in PETE 

courses and, where it is, whether the student teachers’ concept of AfL is consistent with 

the concept advocated by and developed in the literature and in policy?  

This paper draws on a qualitative study that was conducted on a core unit within 

a Physical Education Teacher Education course delivered by a university in England. 

Our purpose is to address two questions, the first concerned with the extent to which the 

concept of AfL in the unit investigated complied both with university policy and the 

literature, and the second, whether students’ conceptions of AfL are consistent with 

their lecturers’ understanding, with their university’s policy, and with the research 

literature. We begin by providing information on the setting and participants, before 

outlining our research methods. Then, we investigate the university’s policy on AfL 

before exploring in detail the students’ experiences of this concept in a unit of work 

within their PETE programme, their concepts of AfL, and how they applied these in 

their practicum.  



Setting and participants 

The study was based in a core unit within a PETE course in a university in England.   

The unit is called “Assessing Learning and Developing Teaching”. It is a compulsory 

unit delivered in Year 2 of a 4 Year BA (Hons) Physical Education course leading to a 

Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) award.   The unit was taught by 2 tutors and was taken 

by 55 students who had a one hour lecture per week and one 2-hour Seminar per week 

(split into 2 groups) over 5 weeks in Semester 2 (January and February 2010).   One of 

these groups (22 students) were taken for this study. The value of using this unit for this 

study was that it introduced the concept of AfL to students who will eventually become 

physical education teachers and thus, potentially, implement this approach to 

assessment themselves.    

The Unit “Assessing Learning and Developing Teaching” 

Through this unit the student teachers learn about how they must incorporate formative 

assessment, including AfL in their teaching. Also, the unit proposes that students 

develop the ability to carry out the assessment of pupils’ progress in Physical Education 

both at the end of unit assessments and in GCSE and AS/A level examinationsiv.   It also 

provides informal opportunities for feedback to pupils and to the teacher on the 

effectiveness of teaching and learning.  The unit introduces the concepts of monitoring, 

assessment, recording and reporting in the National Curriculum Physical Education in 

England and the role that ICT plays in these processes.  

When students have completed their lectures and seminars for the unit at the 

University they then undertook six weeks of teaching practice in a secondary school, 

which sought to provide them with the opportunity to collate evidence to show they 

meet the Professional Standards required for Qualified Teacher Status.   It is important 

to note that this represents the first occasion in their course when the students are faced 



with the challenge of assessing pupils. The unit assessment tasks, as we will show 

momentarily, are totally related with the work they will have to do in the practicum.   

The aims of the Assessing Learning and Developing Teaching unit are: 1) to 

appreciate and understand the aims of assessment and the key characteristics of good 

assessment; 2) to observe and record the progress of their pupils and apply the 

principles of AfL, providing constructive feedback; 3) become familiar with the 

requirements of assessment for the national curriculum and for public examinations; 4) 

plan, teach and evaluate lessons for whole classes for a variety of age groups and 

activities as specified in the National Curriculum showing appropriate progression over 

5-6 weeks work; 5) develop the skills needed to contribute to a wide range of situations 

in school, such as assemblies and the role of teachers in extra-curricular activities; 6) 

carry out a range of data collection and observation tasks through planned opportunities. 

The unit specification makes it clear that objectives 4, 5 and 6 are to be achieved only 

through the school based experience.   Objective 3 is to be covered in their university 

classes and put into practice during their school placement.    

 

The unit assessment strategies and tasks. According to MacPhail et al., (2010), it is 

important, especially in Teacher Education, to make a clear commitment to align 

discourse and action, or more substantively, learning, instruction, and curriculum (see 

also Fullan, 1991). Thus, in this case, it was necessary to articulate a strong coherence 

between the assessment strategies and tasks used in the unit and the AfL characteristics 

to give a clear message of good assessment to the students. The unit assessment 

comprised three assessment tasks of which only the first two affect the final unit mark.   

The third element, known as the Practicum, is marked only as Pass or Fail. 



A) Assessment Task 1. Students have to design three assessment tasks that relate to 

the objectives of a programme element which they have designed earlier as part of the 

Teaching and Learning 1 unit.  Students must complete and submit this task before 

starting their Practicum.   However, they do not receive feedback on it until they have 

completed their Practicum.   The feedback is given prior to them undertaking activity 2, 

which helps them improve the quality of their work.  

B) Assessment Task 2. This task is undertaken after the students have completed 

their school placement Practicum.   The students choose six pupils who worked through 

the unit they had produced for Assessment Task 1 and which was adapted to the specific 

needs of the pupils and the context of the school.  They then critically evaluate the 

assessment strategy they created and implemented with their class group.  

The students are notified in writing if they need to resubmit any of their work for 

Assessment Tasks 1 and 2 and are given feedback on the work to help them improve it. 

For both Assessment Tasks 1 and 2 the tutors write their feedback on the work 

submitted and also complete an assessment feedback sheet which is handed to the 

student after they have made amendments to their Task.   The feedback sheet contains a 

box for the tutors’ final feedback to the student and suggestions for the key areas they 

need to develop in future.   If a student fails either of these Assessment Tasks they may 

resubmit the work once they have corrected the errors in their initial submission. 

C) Assessment Task 3. During their Practicum the students must apply the 

assessment activity they designed for Task 1 to the six pupils they chose and for whom 

the activity was designed.   Once they have done this and completed their Practicum 

they must complete Assessment Task 2.   However, no specific mark is awarded to this 

task but it becomes an additional piece of evidence in their portfolio.   During their six 

week placement the students should also help experienced teachers implement their 



assessment so they can observe how they do it.   Furthermore they should observe the 

school teacher giving feedback in their classes and take notes on how they do it and 

how they question their pupils.   They must write up their observations weekly and 

collate them for their portfolio.  This evidence has to relate as closely as possible to the 

standards required for Qualified Teacher Status.   The Practicum is assessed overall and 

awarded a mark of Pass or Fail.   If a student fails the Practicum they can retake this 

element but cannot progress to the next level until they have passed it. 

 

Method 

This research was developed in two phases. It began in the academic year 2009-2010 

when the first author, funded by the Spanish Ministry of Education, went to a university 

in England to develop a research project about assessment, pedagogy and competences 

in a PETE course. She had a good background on lecturing and researching on the topic 

of the project. The second author was the supervisor of this project with long experience 

on research on teacher education, assessment and curriculum studies. During the first 

year, a literature review on formative assessment and student participation in 

assessment was carried out, and the policy guidelines and programmes of the university 

related to assessment and specifically those related with assessment for learning were 

analyzed. Once we identified which lecturers and units using AfL could be appropriate 

for the study, the first author carried out observations of classes, attending as a 

participant observer in all lessons of the chosen unit (five one hour lectures and five two 

hour seminars). Due to the possibility to extend the research stay of the first author for 

one further year, students’ and tutors’ interviews were conducted during the second 

academic year (2010-2011) once the students had gone to the School Practicum.  



This paper thus reports findings from a larger study whose purposes were to 

provide insights into how students constructed the concept of AfL and its relationship 

with assessment practices in physical education.  In this paper, we focus on the specific 

research questions already mentioned and the resulting data produced by the fieldwork. 

 

Data collection methods and analysis of data 

In qualitative research there is an interconnection between data collection and analysis 

of data (Goetz and LeCompte, 1988; Stake, 1988). Meanwhile the researcher is 

observing and taking field notes he/she is already doing a sequential selection of 

information based on the themes that emerge during the action related to the research 

question. Thus, the progressing theoretical construction shapes ongoing data collection. 

The methods used for data collection were: 

 Document analysis. The university guidelines on teaching and learning were 

analyzed.   Specific reference was made to the University Strategic Plan (2008-

2013) and the Guides for tutors produced by the University Directorate of 

Teaching and Learning, particularly Guide 1 (An introduction to Teaching, 

Learning and Assessment) and Guide 3 (A guide to Assessment for Learning), 

where issues linked to formative assessment were identified. The programme 

and teaching materials for the unit chosen for observation were also analyzed 

with the aim of identifying their key design features relating to assessment. 

 Observation. The first author made field notes in all the lectures and seminars 

attended by one of the student groups taking the unit.   Observations were 

structured by reference to the unit objectives, the key characteristics of AfL 

defined by the Assessment Reform Group (1999) and the parameters defined by 



the University Strategic Plan so that evidence could be obtained on the extent to 

which AfL is integral to the teaching of the unit.  

 Interviews.   Semi-structured interviews with the two tutors of the unit were 

undertaken according to Kvale (1996)’s guidelines to grasp how they understood 

the concept of AfL, if they  intentionally applied AfL in the unit, and their 

opinions about the students’ application of these strategies on the Practicum. 

Moreover, there was an open call to all the students who experienced the unit to 

be interviewed by the first author.  Finally, a total of 12 of 22 students (9 female 

and 3 male) were interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The interviewer 

asked for permission from each student to record the interviews. Students’ 

interviews were intended to discover their views on the issue and on the value of 

the knowledge they gained which they could apply to their teaching practice.   

These interviews took place the semester following when the unit was taught, 

after the students had completed their school placements, allowing time for them 

to reflect on and appreciate the impact the knowledge had.  

The approach used to analyse data was a thematic analysis as it is understood by 

Braun and Clarke (2006). As they note, thematic analysis involves searching across a 

data set – be that a number of interviews or focus groups, or a range of texts – to find 

repeated patterns of meaning.  According to these authors, a theme captures something 

important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level 

of patterned response or meaning within the data set (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.10). 

But is also important to highlight that the thematic analysis started before the interviews 

in the thinking done to decide what questions to ask. These questions were validated by 

two physical education teacher educators who were experts in the area of evaluation. 



A thematic analysis of the interviews was undertaken, paying special attention to 

some aspects of the data and following different phases: a) familiarising with the data, 

including transcription of the interviews; b) generating initial codes; c) searching for 

themes; d) reviewing themes; e) defining and naming themes and f) producing the 

written interpretation of the data.v The field notes were analysed using a constant 

comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) with the parameters established by the 

stated unit objectives and the characteristics highlighted as being fundamental to AfLvi.   

Additionally, the interviews were analysed using a constant comparison with the 

literature on AfL to identify tutors’ and students’ understanding of the concept, and an 

inductive analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was carried out looking for repeated 

patterns of meaning, separating students’ answers into different themes related to other 

aspects such as usefulness of learning and future intentions to use these strategies in 

their professional field.   

Following Lincoln and Guba’ (1985) recommendations, the investigators 

adopted a range of strategies to ensure trustworthiness. For credibility, the prolonged 

engagement between the researcher-observer and the participants (two years in the 

field) was necessary to understand the cultures she was studying. However this can also 

be a limitation because she may become so immersed in the culture that her professional 

judgments might be influenced.  Also for credibility, we used triangulation of methods 

(observation, individual interviews and documentary analysis) and perspectives (tutors, 

students and observer). For transferability, we provide a complete description of the 

contextual factors related on the inquiry. For dependability, the processes within the 

study have been reported in as much detail as word limits allow. And finally, we 

ensured confirmability by using triangulation to reduce the effect of investigator bias 

and recognise our own predisposition to the research topic. 



 

Results and discussion 

We consider first of all the extent to which AfL was consistent between university 

teachers’ understanding, university policy and the unit. We then consider the teaching 

of AfL within the unit, followed by the students’ understanding and application of the 

concept. 

 

University policy on AfL 

First of all we were interested in the extent to which the concept of AfL in the unit 

complied both with university policy and the literature on AfL.  The University 

Strategic Plan describes the learning and teaching strategies that tutors must employ 

when designing and implementing teaching and learning processes.   Four key aspects 

were used as reference points for the observation and analysis of the target unit. 

The first of these was the University’s desire to align its own educational 

practices with those of the Bologna Processvii.   The second related to the need to 

change the current predominant teaching model, transforming it from a traditional 

model focused on the transmission of knowledge to one which promotes the direct and 

active involvement of student teachers in their learning.   The third was the intention 

that all of the students’ learning activities should be meaningful, active, reflective, 

collaborative and creative.   The fourth and final aspect was the explicit aim of 

promoting innovation in assessment. 

There were also 10 University Guide booklets to help tutors improve their 

teaching skills, plan their units and develop their programmes. Two of these were 

specifically designed to help with teaching, learning and assessment.   Guide 1, ‘An 

introduction to Teaching, Learning and Assessment’ (January 2009), proposed that: 



‘(…) anybody involved in the teaching or assessing of our students should have a 

working knowledge of its contents. Whilst Guide 3 ‘A guide to Assessment for 

Learning’ (July 2009) explains: ‘(…) It is particularly aimed at those new to teaching 

and assessing but everyone involved in assessment should have a good working 

knowledge of its contents’.  

This Guide details the most effective assessment practices with the intention that 

they should be incorporated in all subjects at all levels across the University.   These 

guidelines were adapted by the University from ‘A Manifesto for Change’ developed by 

the ASKe CETL at Oxford Brookes University in 2007. According to this guide 

assessment has to be diagnostic, inclusive, connected with other units and balance 

summative and formative strategies. Also it advises that assessment tasks have to be 

aligned with learning outcomes, minimize plagiarism and be supported by technology. 

Furthermore, it explains how to engage students through applying different strategies: 

clarifying assessment expectations, engaging them in criteria setting; providing 

feedback and self-regulation through participative strategies of assessment as self-

assessment and peer-assessment.   

 

The teaching of AfL in a university unit of work 

It is clearly not sufficient to consider the assessment tasks in isolation to determine 

whether AfL is integral to the process.   It is essential to analyze what actually happens 

during the whole process, correlating the assessment strategy with the proposed learning 

activities and judging it against the accepted parameters of the concept of AfL promoted 

by the university and present in the literature.     

To develop an interactive modelviii tutors should ideally discuss with students 

their expectations and interests and determine the dynamic of the unit through dialogue 



and consensus (Blanchard, 2009).  In the unit studied there was no activity in the initial 

class that would provide a good understanding of the students’ expectations. From the 

tutors’ point of view this wasn’t necessary because they knew the students from the 

previous unit, but independently of that, as Blanchard suggest, doing this, tutors can 

gain a better understanding of their students’ expectations and establish a way that 

enables everyone to work together. In this way students are likely to become more 

involved in the process of learning (Authors, 2013).  

With regard to the methodology employed and its relationship to assessment, 

marked differences were observed between the lectures (1 hour per week) and the 

seminars (one class of 2 hours per week).  The lectures were used primarily for the tutor 

to teach the content with the help of visual aids and, to a lesser extent, for the tutor to 

pose questions for students to reflect on individually or discuss in pairs.  In lectures, the 

session objectives were stated at the beginning of every class and they were again 

reflected on at the end of each session.  The University makes it clear this is a 

fundamental requirement.  But this was only done superficially, which meant it was 

hard for tutors to identify if there were any real problems in students’ understanding of 

the new concepts that had been introduced. Also, tutors had little opportunity in the 

lectures to provide individual feedback or verify students’ learning. In contrast, the 

dynamic of the seminars was very different providing multiple opportunities for tutors 

to provide feedback to students on their work. These 2 hour sessions were used to try 

and apply the concepts introduced in the lectures to a series of practical tasks.   The 

structure of each seminar was very similar. The tutor would set some questions or tasks 

for the students to work on in pairs or groups and then pass from group to group making 

comments and giving them feedback.   Each pair/group then presented their conclusions 

to the class with the tutor ending the session by summarizing all the issues, questions 



and solutions.   These seminars provided the key point of contact between tutor and 

students, enabling the tutor to fully appreciate each student’s learning and provide them 

with individual feedback.   

Both cooperative and dialogic learning were encouraged during the unit, 

particularly in the seminars.   In contrast, the grading was individual, based on each 

student’s work (Assessment Tasks 1 and 2) and their Practicum. Furthermore, an 

interactive model would require tutors to engage in dialogue with the students to review 

the objectives periodically throughout the unit, and even to jointly agree the assessment 

criteria, which might change as a consequence of the experience, and to develop their 

own solutions to issues that arise.  This approach, though, was not utilized by the tutors 

and tended to be at odds with the University’s quality assurance procedures. One of the 

possible explanations for this could be that tutors considered it a waste of time because 

there were few classes and to get involved in a process of discussion on the criteria 

implied a slow, drawn-out process, as is reflected in some research (Authors, 2013). 

According to Boud and Falchikov (2006) universities should emphasize 

assessment for long-term learning focusing on authentic tasks in order that the students 

can face real problems related to everyday life and work. In this sense, an important 

factor to bear in mind is that the students take this unit before the Practicum and they 

have to apply the knowledge gained from the unit during the Practicum.   The final 

assessment for this unit is done only after the students have had their Practicum 

experience when they have to apply the theoretical concepts they have learned to 

resolve real problems. As the tutors noted in the interviews: ‘the practicum enabled the 

students to apply their classroom learning to real contexts and real problems, leading to 

very meaningful learning and what we can describe as authentic assessment’.   This task 

could be accomplished with the key elements of authentic assessment (previously 



named authentic achievement by Newmann and Archbald (1992) in Cumming and 

Maxwell, 1999), that is: 

‘It should involve constructive learning, disciplined enquiry and higher-order thinking 

and problem solving. It should also have a value dimension, of aesthetic development, 

personal development or usefulness in the wider world. The last of these implies 

transfer of learning’ (Cumming and Maxwell,1999:179).   

Wiliam (2000), in his presentation for the European Association for Educational 

Assessment (as quoted in Kirk and O’Flaherty, 2003), wrote that if we want students to 

be able to apply their knowledge and skills in new situations, to be able to deal with 

relatively unstructured problems and to reflect on their own performance, then the tasks 

they undertake to assess their learning must require them to demonstrate all of these 

attributes.   The current study indicated that the target unit fulfilled all of this.   As 

shown above, during the Practicum students were required to apply their knowledge to 

real situations through a variety of tasks and activities. 

It is also important to highlight how the school-based practice provided an 

excellent opportunity for self-assessment as the students were constantly aware of the 

standards required of them and this acted as a very valuable tool for analysing their own 

performance. As James, one of the tutors, said: 

‘At the end of every class they taught they had to answer a series of questions which 

helped them to reflect on their performance and on whether the session objectives were 

achieved.   In every class they had to note down issues to consider when they are 

preparing the next session and which aspects of their own teaching skills they wanted to 

improve’.    

During the Practicum students were supervised by a mentor from within the 

Practicum school who gave them feedback on how they could reach the required 

standards of professional performance.  At the beginning of the subsequent year and 



before the start of the next Practicum, the students completed a new self-evaluation 

which identified their strengths and highlighted those areas they needed to continue 

improving during the following semester in order to achieve the required QTS 

standards.   This self-evaluation was used solely as an exercise in self-reflection and as 

a point of reference for ongoing improvement, so it was not marked or graded. 

Published research supports the view that self-assessment, peer-assessment, co-

assessment and negotiated assessment should be incorporated into the design and 

delivery of the units if we want to fully engage students in their own process of learning 

in order to promote the kind of dispositions they need to be lifelong learners (Carless et 

al., 2006; López-Pastor et al., 2006; Authors, 2014) and develop evaluative expertise 

(Sadler, 2010). Although these formats were permitted and encouraged by the unit 

specification they were not actually employed to any significant degree.    

The fact that students applied the materials produced in their Teaching and 

Learning 1 unit (undertaken in the very first semester of the course) within the 

Assessing Learning and Developing Teaching unit can also be considered as AfL as this 

work was returned with additional constructive feedback from the tutor.   This element 

was graded and had a section for formal feedback.  As Ann, the other tutor of the unit 

commented: ‘The students used the work they produced for the Teaching and Learning 

1 unit as the basis for the assessments they prepared for the classes they delivered on the 

Practicum’. With regard to the first activity assessment-grading (1) it became apparent 

for the tutors that “it was very difficult to provide the students with feedback before 

they started their Practicum as there was no time for it”(Ann).   However, students need 

to receive feedback at a time when they can use it for the purposes of current work 

and/or see how it feeds forward into future tasks (Carless et al., 2006). It may have been 

beneficial to resolve this issue so that the work could be corrected and the revised 



version implemented during the Practicum.   To achieve this, the work would need to 

have been submitted earlier or the feedback could have been submitted via the 

University’s online virtual platform.  

At the conclusion of the teaching of AfL in the unit, our reading of the data 

suggested to us that this unit acknowledged and was quite well aligned with the criteria 

for teaching and assessment as contained in the University Strategic Plan.  It was 

connected with other units; balanced summative and formative strategies; the unit 

outcomes were consistent with the objectives as stated in its specification document; it 

provided feedback and self-regulation through self-assessment during the practicum; 

and AfL was largely used during the seminars. In general, the unit also reflected the 

type of assessment required according to the National Curriculum (2007).   This latter 

was a vital factor, given the content of this unit, as the message needed to be both clear 

and coherent within the government’s stance on assessment practice and was closely 

aligned to the concept of AfL. We could say that on the whole, the approach in the unit 

was learning-oriented assessment as is understood by Carless et al. (2006), in other 

words, tasks were ‘fit for purpose’, students were involved in the assessment process in 

ways which support the development of evaluative expertise, and feedback was 

forward-looking and could be acted upon (Carless et al., 2006, p.396).  

Nevertheless, the unit leaders didn’t ask for students’ expectations at the 

beginning of the process, neither did they engage them in criteria setting; they didn’t use 

peer-assessment and self-assessment for grading, just with formative intentions.  As we 

observed over the process the tutors involved in the study retained a high degree of 

control over their students’ work by showing them how they could improve their 

performance.   However, from a formative perspective it could be interesting to see how 

students themselves would reflect on how to improve, with the support of their tutors.   



Thus, shared or co-assessment could be used to achieve this (López-Pastor,2008; 

Authors, 2013). All of this indicated that students did not have a “voice”. In the next 

section, we consider whether this issue, among the others we have discussed concerning 

the teaching of the unit, influenced students’ conceptions of AfL. 

 

Student-teachers’ understanding of AfL 

 Reflecting on our second research question, we wanted to know how effective were the 

unit leaders in communicating the concept of AfL to the students and what 

understanding of this concept the students developed. For this question it was necessary 

to analyse:  the understanding of the students about this concept once they finished the 

unit and the importance and meaning they gave to this learning; to what extent they 

applied this learning in their Practicum, and whether they intended to incorporate this 

type of assessment in their professional practice?  

 

 Students’ constructions of AfL. All students interviewed were asked how they defined 

the concept of AfL and to state whether in their opinion this concept was applied to the 

unit. Our main findings are that for most of the students the concept was clear and 

matched with their teachers’ conceptions of AfL. Nevertheless none could provide a 

complete definition, which may be due to them having forgotten the exact concept but 

remembered the general idea from the unit the previous year.  Furthermore, the majority 

of students had difficulties identifying differences between formative assessment and 

AfL, being more familiar with the latter. In addition, all students except three could 

identify the strategies used in the unit as AfL. Just two said no AfL strategies were used 

in the unit. And the whole group interviewed agreed that the content learned in this unit 

was useful and relevant to them as student teachers of physical education.   



Beneath these headline findings, we will now discuss the results in more detail. 

The main feature of AfL the students teachers highlighted associated assessment with 

feedback delivered during the process in order to improve the pupils’ learning.  As John 

said, ‘AfL is the assessment that is happening during a lesson or a unit. When teacher 

give FB to pupils’. Nevertheless, for Peter, Cathy and Rose the concept was not so 

clear. They showed some confusion about AfL in relation to criterion referencing and 

norm referencing types of assessment. For instance, Peter identified AfL as ‘assessing 

individuals against themselves, not comparing with others’.   

Regarding the difference between formative assessment and AfL, most of the 

students were more familiar with AfL. On the one hand, they were not able to identify 

differences between these two concepts. On the other hand, to know whether students 

understood the concept it was interesting to find out if they could identify the unit 

assessment strategies as AfL. In this sense, Peter, Cathy and Rose could not find 

examples or didn’t have clear idea. They were the same students that appeared not to 

have clearly grasped a concept of AfL.  

In comparison to these three exceptions, the rest of the students did identify the 

strategies used in the unit as AfL. But highlighting differences between lectures, 

seminars and placement, John noted, ‘Maybe. There was feedback during the unit; in 

the seminars there was more interaction with the lecturer. I received feedback’. Even, 

Mary and Susan criticized the fact that they didn’t receive FB about the assignment 

‘Yes, in the seminars, in the tasks we do. But the assignment wasn’t formative because I 

didn’t receive FB about the assignment before going to placement. No FB during the 

process but yes in the placement’ (Mary); ‘Not exactly, because assignment was 

summative, not formative. During the lessons was formative through feedback’ (Susan). 

In this case, the students identified very well the concept and went further, showing that 



what was most important and useful for them was the feedback rather than the grade. 

This continuing use of summative assessment may be evidence of some hesitation on 

the part of the tutors to fully commit to AfL in their own assessment practices.  

Otherwise, Cathy and Rose stated that AfL was not used in the unit: ‘nowhere 

could I see how I was being assessed in this way’ (Rose) which could show, as one 

possibility, they didn’t catch the whole meaning of AfL. Cathy identified formative and 

summative assessment as the same thing: ‘because teachers only assessed at the end of 

the unit’ (Cathy). These students understand that if you only take into account the final 

assignment to grade a piece of work, without the possibility of improving it, this is not 

formative assessment, a view which could corroborate what Taras (2009) explained as a 

lack of alignment and coherence in the rationale of the theory, and contradictions 

involving concepts of formative and summative. But also it could indicate that students’ 

perceptions are different from their teachers’, as in MacLellan’s study (2001).  

Concerning the importance and meaning of learning given by the students to the 

unit it can be noted that all the students said this unit was relevant and useful to them, 

especially because of its application in the school, ‘Yes, definitely. It has application in 

the school’ (John); ‘Very relevant for teaching in placement because it helps to assess 

pupils’ (Robert). The most useful things for them were to know the different ways of 

assessing learning especially from a formative point of view ‘The most useful thing is to 

know how to assess, to know different ways of assessing learning, not only at the end of 

the unit. Before this unit I wasn’t aware of the importance of assessing’ (Rebecca); the 

core task and the practical issues that allowed the application of different strategies in 

placement: ‘The most useful part was what we learned in seminars and how to perform 

on  placement, Assessment charts’ (Sam).  



All students noted the knowledge learned during the unit was relevant in relation 

to the Practicum, although the question was asked in general, referring to the whole unit 

and not the Practicum specifically.  Nevertheless the students stated they had applied 

this knowledge in different ways during the Practicum,  observing and giving feedback 

during the lessons, using different assessment tools like reciprocal cards, establishing 

criteria and questions and answers. From the examples they gave we can see they 

understood the concept:   ‘Yes. Using reciprocal cards. Pupils performed and  their 

fellow pupils marked against the criteria. My tutor was interested, not in grades but in 

helping students’ (Sam); ‘Yes, questioning/answering was useful to help pupils when 

they were struggling’ (Mary). Only John said he didn’t have a chance to assess in his 

school, and he just helped the teacher in his assessment, ‘No, I didn’t. There are few 

opportunities to assess in year 2 school experience. There are more in year 3.’ 

 

Students’ intentions to incorporate this knowledge in their future professional practice. 

Perhaps one way to gain an insight into the possible nature of future assessment 

practices of practitioners is to analyse the practices of pre-service teachers (Karp and 

Woods, 2008), insights which in turn could allow the refocusing of teacher education. 

In this sense, we only have data on what students teachers said about what they did. In 

future, research could usefully observe these practices directly and in depth.  

We can note that all the students interviewed thought of using this knowledge as 

a practitioner but just two (Rebecca and John) said they felt confident they had learned 

enough about AfL: ‘Yes.  It is   quite an important theme and I think I have enough 

knowledge to deliver it to pupils’ (Rebecca); ‘I don’t need more knowledge, it’s quite  

enough’ (John). Most students felt there was still a lot to learn. As Cathy and Rose said, 

more practice was needed in other areas:  ‘I feel confident in the games areas but I need 



more practice with core tasks and criteria in other subjects’ (Cathy); ‘Yes, but it would 

be interesting to discover more areas where to apply this kind of assessment’ (Rose). 

Also, Eli noted that it would be good to learn more about peer assessment, ‘Yes, I feel 

confident in applying these ideas but would like more information and experiences 

about peer assessment. The most difficult thing is to know what kind of feedback each 

individual needs’. And Susan showed some lack of confidence, because she was still 

learning and becoming more aware of the importance of assessment:  ‘To feel confident 

you need the mentor’s support, it’s  a key point because assessment is the most difficult 

part of teaching. You need to compare your marking with the mentor’.  

 

Conclusion 

Our purpose in this paper was to address two questions, the first concerned with the 

extent to which the concept of AfL employed in a physical education teacher education 

course complied both with university policy and the literature, and the second, the 

extent to which students’ notions of this concept were consistent with their lecturers’ 

understanding, with their university’s policy, and with the research literature. In the case 

of the first question, we found that the unit was reasonably well-aligned with the 

university’s strategic plan for teaching and learning, and crucially with notions of AfL 

within the National Curriculum in England and Wales. This alignment between national 

and university policy and the pedagogy of the PETE unit provided strong legitimacy for 

AfL as an alternative practice in physical education. In terms of the second question, 

despite the fact that they lacked a voice in framing their understanding and uses of AfL 

in advance of the unit, our data suggest that practically all the students learned the 

concept, not just as a theoretical framework but applying different strategies during their 

practice in the school.  Perhaps due to the strong sense of legitimacy of the concept, 



they found this knowledge relevant and useful, they recognised the need to learn more 

about it, and they intended to incorporate this knowledge in their future professional 

practice. 

Although students teachers in this research showed their intention to use AfL in 

their future professional practice, recent research in the field of assessment in physical 

education tells us something about the barriers these neonate teachers might expect to 

face in realising their intentions since alternative assessment practices are not in 

widespread use (see Hay and Penney, 2013; Lopez-Pastor et al., 2013).   While Lopez-

Pastor et al. provided evidence of genuine progress, they nevertheless were not 

complacent about the place of assessment in school physical education (López-Pastor et 

al. 2013).  

We might conclude cautiously then that AfL is strongly defended in policies and 

the literature, and that the arguments about its validity and educational relevance have 

been more or less won in this context. But this does not mean that this acceptance of 

approaches to assessment such as AfL will also automatically transfer to the sphere of 

school practice. So our question to guide future research is, what happens to well-

supported concepts and good intentions once the student teachers start to teach? 

Alternative forms of assessment have, after all, been advocated in the literature for over 

30 years or more, but assessment in school physical education has not changed 

dramatically during this time. Perhaps these practices in PETE courses are not as 

widespread as we thought or there is no consistency between what tutors say should be 

done and what teachers actually do?  According to Karp and Woods (2008), if shifts in 

teachers’ beliefs are to be made, critical and authentic assessment experiences in teacher 

preparation will need to be maintained and carefully planned for within PETE 

programs. Also, as Penney et al. (2009) argue, even better alignment between 



instruction, curriculum and assessment will assist teacher educators and teachers as well 

as the recognition of ways in which contemporary contexts of higher education (and 

associated with that, policies relating to assessment, to student recruitment and 

retention, and to broader performance expectations of academic staff) may limit/ 

constrain staff in their ability to develop or strengthen the extent to which their 

assessment practices align with AfL. Also, it can give value in research that therefore 

identifies barriers that PETE staff face in seeking to extend and enhance their 

assessment practices. Along with this continuing effort in the policy and teacher 

education spheres, we propose that more research is needed on all participants’ 

perspectives, especially on what student teachers understand and how they apply these 

concepts in the practice. Finally, if AfL is to become an embedded, routine and 

productive contributor to teaching and learning in physical education, we think we need 

to know more about the structures that support and reproduce (as Brown and Evans 

2004 put it, intergenerationally) the prevalent and dominant practices of teaching and 

learning in school physical education that work against the use of AfL and related 

approaches to assessment. 
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Notes 

                                                 

i From Key Stage 3 National Strategy. Pedagogy and Practice. Unit 12: Assessment for learning. (2004). 

 
ii López Pastor et al. (2009) in his book Evaluación Formativa y Compartida en la Educación Superior 

(Formative  and  Shared Assessment in Higher Education) has carried out a large review of the European 

Studies that show evidence about viability, validity, effectiveness and pedagogical value of the students’ 

participation in the assessment processes at university.  Those studies suggest the importance of the use of 

formative and shared assessment models for its coherence with the EHEA and for the advantages found. 

 
iii Please see: http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/secondary/assessment 



                                                                                                                                               

iv General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) is an academic qualification awarded in a specified 

subject, generally taken in a number of subjects by pupils aged 14–16 in secondary 

education in England, Wales  and Northern Ireland. The General Certificate of Education Advanced 

Level (short form: GCE Advanced Level), or more commonly, the A Level is a school leaving 

qualification offered by educational bodies in the United Kingdom and the British Crown dependencies to 

students completing secondary or pre-university education. The AS Level is a qualification in its own 

right, and the AS Level combined with the A2 Level forms the complete A Level qualification. 

 
v The themes that emerged from the students’ interviews data were related to: Concept of AFL; examples 

of AfL in the unit studied and in others; relevance and meaningful of learning on the unit; transference to 

real contexts (in the practicum) and intention to use these strategies in their future professional practice. 

After that, clusters of interviewees whose responses were similar to each other were done. These themes 

helped to structure the results section with two main headings: Students-teachers understanding of AfL 

and students’ intentions to incorporate this knowledge in their future professional practice. 

 
vi Assessment has to be diagnostic, inclusive, connected with other units and balance summative and 

 formative strategies. Assessment tasks have to be aligned with learning outcomes, clarifying assessment 

 expectations, engaging them in criteria setting; providing feedback and self-regulation through 

 participative strategies of assessment as self-assessment and peer-assessment.   

 
vii Sorbonne Joint Declaration (1998) and Bolonia Declaration (1999) agreements for a common space for 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA). 

 
viii According to Blanchard: ‘When tutors or leaders present things clearly the culture of the class or the 

school tends to be transparent.   When the pupils or staff do things for themselves and with others then the 

culture tends to be interactive.’ (2009: 7) 
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