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Chapter 1: Introduction 

What do pre-service teachers learn, and how do they learn, in order to teach? Preparing new teachers for their fu-
ture career is an intricate process in a school system guided by standardized tests. These tests attract so much atten-
tion because of the visibility of international assessment results. The intricacy is not only due to the deliberative 
practices needed to ease the new comers into the system, but also because of the meaning making process in which 
the individual pre-service teachers are engaged. My argument in this book is two-pronged: first, assessment can be a 
core task for pre-service teacher learning and professional development, and second, pre-service teachers have to 
seek the opportunities to reflect on the informal evaluative criteria in their teaching.  

In China, pre-service teachers must take substantive courses in the subject matter that they intend to teach in ad-
dition to courses in education and general liberal arts. It is believed that they will learn how to actually teach effec-
tively during their induction period (Paine et al., 2003). The practicum or student teaching practicum, a short prac-
tice period between the pre-service teacher education program and obtaining a teaching job, is supposed to be the 
application of what the students have read about teaching to the real-life classroom. Those pre-service teachers who 
are trained in the well-resourced teacher training programs in the city and sent to rural schools for their practicum, 
such as Li Min in the Green Middle school, also need to follow the teacher educators’ suggestions with regard to 
learning more about students from disadvantaged rural backgrounds as well as preparing themselves, pedagogically 
and psychologically, to teach in a rural school after graduation. 

Thus, there seems to be a fundamental assumption that pre-service teachers are a product of teacher education 
and immune from other influences. The expectations communicated by teacher education programs are seen as the 
only appropriate way to shape the practicum experiences of pre-service teachers. However, there is an approach that 
contradicts this unitary view of pre-service teachers’ development. As Britzman (2003) elegantly put it, this different 
view emphasizes becoming instead of being. Being refers to the unitary approach to teacher learning described 
above; becoming implies that pre-service teachers are “continuously shaping and being shaped by the dynamics of 
social practice, social structure, and history” (Britzman, 2003, p. 49). She accordingly proposed a dialogical model 
to examine the experiences of pre-service teachers learning to teach. This dialogical model recognizes the agency of 
pre-service teachers and “the multiple realities, voices, and discourses” (Britzman, 2003, p. 49) that conjoin and 
clash in teacher education.  

My study follows the dialogical approach suggested by Britzman (2003) to study a residence practicum in China 
that send pre-service teachers to have their teaching practicum for one semester in rural schools. It differs from 
many previous studies that have focused on the linear changes occurring in the attitudes and beliefs of pre-service 
teachers about teaching diverse student groups as the result of fieldwork experience. Instead, it views pre-service 
teachers as agents who actively construct meanings from their fieldwork experiences and position these experiences 
within shifting boundaries drawn between themselves and low-SES (socio-economic status) students as “others,” be-
tween the social realities of the city and those in the rural areas, and between what teacher education programs re-
quire and what students learn from their actual teaching practice. Indeed, these pre-service teachers are not passive 
recipients of what they are told during student teaching (Britzman, 2003; Segall, 2002). They can reshape their un-
derstanding of their own identities and past experiences when encountering pupils from different backgrounds and 
when thinking about what teacher education has taught them.  

Given their diverse experiences, pre-service teachers’ perceptions based on self-constructed meanings may not be 
anticipated by teacher education programs, and hence may be perceived by teacher educators as resistance or nega-
tive changes (McDiarmid 1990; 1992). Haberman and Post (1992) suggested that the pre-service teachers’ failure to 
change in ways desired by their training programs can be explained by resistance due to the significant influence of 
previous experiences and uncomfortable feelings with various ideas prescribed by the program. However, Britzman 
might suggest other explanations for this resistance. For instance, pre-service teachers’ understanding about teaching 
at a rural school is not a static entity, but functions as a mediator to help them make decisions in their teaching with-
in cross-cultural settings. Their understanding and conceptions may vary and be shaped by people with whom they 
interact and the specific tasks in which they are engaged during their practicum. Their varied experiences in this 
immersive practicum are the product of their efforts to negotiate meanings among professional roles, teacher educa-
tion requirements, and marketable qualifications.  
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This meaning-making process is tightly intertwined with the specific teaching tasks in which the pre-service 
teachers are involved. After all, the core work of teaching is to build a bridge between students and the curriculum 
(Dewey, 1904/1964). Teachers must address multiple practical concerns concurrently while teaching as they intro-
duce their students to course content. They have to know what they are going to teach, the current level of under-
standing of the students in the subject, and the required standards of learning. They must also treat the students in a 
fair manner, manage a learning environment in a classroom of more than 40 students, and deal with their own intel-
lectual and emotional needs (Kennedy, 2005; 2006). Those outside the profession can only imagine how much prac-
tice and time it takes to exercise sound judgment and action in response to all these concerns at once. Just as we 
cannot become skillful in swimming merely by reading the training instructions, pre-service teachers cannot ease 
themselves into the complicated job of teaching by simply attending courses and reading what goes on in the class-
rooms of other teachers. The chasm between theory and practice, highlighted by Dewey (1904/1964) at the begin-
ning of the 20th century, can be somewhat bridged only by engaging pre-service teachers in the tasks and activities 
that constitute actual real teaching work. In this way, they gain the hands-on experience associated with teaching and 
receive feedback on their practices. 

To understand how pre-service teachers learn to teach during their practicum, I have focused this analysis on the 
development of assessment practices in a rural school in China. I observed that within the routines involved in teach-
ing and learning, assessment practices served as key tasks for the group of pre-service teachers during their practi-
cum. They learned to teach via the assessment practices as well as constructing individual meanings out of the pro-
cess. The specific context of rural education in China provides us with an informative example not only on how the 
pre-service teachers learned to teach using assessments, but also on how they learned to use assessments in different 
ways when working with students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 

An authentic teaching task for teacher learning: Assessment prac-
tices  

As Stiggins (1999) pointed out, although teachers in the United States spend from one-quarter to one-third of 
their professional time on assessment-related activities, not many of them have learned the principles of sound as-
sessment that can improve their teaching. This is partly due to the lack of systematic pre-service training with regard 
to assessment. However, the main reason is a lack of collective professional effort to delve into assessment-related 
teaching methods (Brookhart, 2011; Cizek, Fitzgerald, & Rachor, 1995/1996; Griffin, et. al., 2010). How do teach-
ers learn to make sense of students, teaching, and assessment? How does learning proceed in an exam-oriented 
school system? The experiences of some pre-service teachers in China might shed light on how they learn to incor-
porate assessment in their teaching of students, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

This study provides a possible pedagogical answer to the “learning question” (Cochran-Smith et al., 2004) for 
teaching children with diverse backgrounds, i.e., “how in general teachers learn to teach for diversity and what, in 
particular, are the pedagogies of teacher preparation (e.g., coursework assignments, readings, discussion) that make 
this learning possible” (pp. 39–40). It aims at using assessment as a pedagogy tool to include all children, especially 
the disadvantaged students, and measure their true potential (Goodwin, 1997). 

The idea of using assessment for teachers to learn how to work with diverse students corresponds to what Ball 
and Forzani (2011) have termed “practice-oriented” teacher learning, and it assumes that pre-service teachers need 
to have the opportunity to observe and enact those core teaching activities or “high-leverage practices”, which can 
help the pre-service teachers “recognize key patterns of thinking, ideas, and misconceptions that students in a specif-
ic grade level typically have when they encounter a given idea” (Ball & Forzani, 2011, p. 21), obtain relevant cultur-
al and social knowledge of the students’ background, and integrate subject-matter knowledge and pedagogy in the 
contexts of their work (Ball, 2000).  

As a high-leverage practice, assessment is much more than testing. Many examples of assessment practices rec-
orded in the research include providing feedback, asking students to explain their reasoning, collaborating with other 
teachers to select common assessment tools, building revision cycles into assignments, penalizing late work, and 
providing opportunities for extra credit. Researchers find that there are three purposes of assessment in education: 
first, assessment for improving teaching and learning; second, assessment for making schools and teachers account-
able for their effectiveness (school accountability); and third, assessment for making students accountable for their 
learning (student accountability) (Brown et. al., 2011). This is more of an elaboration of the distinction of summa-
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tive assessment, which makes judgments on student learning, and formative assessment, which aims at providing in-
termittent feedback to aid learning (Scriven, 1967; Bloom et. al., 1971; Wiliam & Black, 1996). During my field 
work, as unfolded later in Chapters 3 and 4, it is found that the distinction between summative and formative as-
sessment may be unnecessary for the participants. The student teachers learned to analyze the standardized high-
stake test items from their mentor teachers, had students practice these items, and provided formative feedback to 
students. It corresponds to the argument by Taras (2005, 2007) that “formative” assessment in many ways follows a 
summative assessment activity because “formative” information is only possible after making some evaluative 
judgment regarding students’ knowledge or skills. In what follows, I will follow this line of argument on the inter-
twining process of both summative and formative assessment when discussing the classroom assessment that the 
participants use during their practicum. 

Classroom assessment tools, such as rubrics, chapter tests, quizzes, and performance assessments, are means of 
assessing student learning (Nolen et al., 2011, p. 92) and serve the purpose of formative assessment. Wiliam and his 
colleagues (2004) have demonstrated that substantial learning gains are possible when teachers use classroom as-
sessment to inform teaching and student learning. However, classroom assessment does not work by itself. It has to 
work along with the related interactions and activities initiated by the teachers. For instance, Duschl and Gitomer 
(1997) describe a process of assessment conversation. In this conversation, the teacher elicits various students’ ideas, 
acknowledges the ideas in relation to the unit or lesson goal, and then draws on these ideas to discuss which ones 
best satisfy the standards of substantiated reasoning. Revolving around concrete assessment items, the teacher poses 
questions that allow students to explain their thinking and evaluate their own ideas and those presented by their 
peers. Although not all the teachers at the Green Middle School granted students the same level of autonomy to 
sound out their thinking when reasoning through the test items during a test exercise lesson, some of them did use 
the test as a starting point to have students communicate the thinking behind their solutions instead of simply look-
ing for the right answer. As the pre-service teachers observed and modeled their own work after these assessment 
practices, they began to look at this process in greater depth and started to learn how to teach according to what their 
students know and need to know. In this sense, they may be able to travel from the world of teacher education theo-
ries and academic knowledge to the actual world of teaching. As Nolen et al. (2011) argue, classroom assessments 
serve as boundary objects permitting novice teachers to negotiate meanings in different social worlds, that is, the 
university-based teacher education courses and the schools. In the present case, the assessment practices also make 
pre-service teachers work with the boundary between urban (in China, urban areas are usually more affluent than ru-
ral regions) and rural settings. 

During the interactions involved in the assessment practices, teachers are probably engaged in the implicit and in-
formal process of assessment that evaluates, inserts judgments, and directs their teaching. For example, when asked 
about the sources of information they considered in assigning final grades, a large majority of teachers reported 
“formal achievement measures (e.g., tests, assignments, etc.)” and/or “other informal measures (e.g., impressions of 
effort, conduct, teamwork, etc.)” (Cizek et al., 1995/1996, p. 167). Goertz and colleagues also showed that teachers 
place great value on the informal information on student progress that they collected from their everyday classroom 
interactions. Even in the context of using interim assessments to make instructional decisions, they interpret the 
formal assessment results according to the informal information about the students and are seldom surprised by the 
scores (Goertz, Oláh, & Riggan, 2009). Such informal forms of assessment are examined, in Chapter 4, in light of 
the symbolic evaluative criteria, or symbolic boundaries of the perceived differences between the rural and urban 
students, such as whether the students work hard, use proper language in their speech and whether or not they pos-
sess good manners. Such informal assessments turn into teachers’ leveled expectations, and influence the teachers’ 
decision making in choosing the materials, developing the tests and providing the feedback to the students.  

Understanding assessment, as a cultural and a technical practice, can be defined, through a sociocultural perspec-
tive (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2014), as taking place whenever:  

 
…one person, in some kind of interaction, direct or indirect, with another, is conscious of obtaining and inter-
preting information about the knowledge and understanding, or the abilities and attitudes of that other per-
son(Rowntree, 1987, p.4, cited in Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2014, p.30). 
 
This definition of assessment acknowledges the situatedness of the assessment practices embedded in interactions 

that go beyond the psychometric analysis of student evaluation, and includes the judgments people make towards 
others based on interpretations of collected information. It lays the foundation for the stories unfolded in this book as 
we explore how a group of pre-service teachers learned to teach via assessment in a school community and how the 
tacit judgments of their students interacted with their assessment-oriented practicum experiences. 
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Please keep in mind three things when we unfold assessment practices as a useful task for teacher learning in this 
study. First, assessment practices are highly aligned with the standardized curriculum and instruction in Chinese 
schools. They need to be situated in teaching and be connected to students’ understanding as well as to the curricu-
lum content. Recent research points to the shift in the emphasis of assessment away from the use of tests to judge 
students’ learning towards the use of assessment to collect data to help teachers know what students are thinking 
(Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005; Young & Kim, 2010). An expanded interest in using assessment for teaching is 
implicit in this discussion. However, it is not clear what counts as data for effective instruction, how to collect the 
data, or how well teachers make use of the data. I would argue that assessment practices cannot be boiled down to 
the analysis of students’ test results, but must be integrated in teaching and serve as the basis for restructuring the 
curriculum. Some critiques express concern that such emphasis on assessment may narrow the curriculum, exclude 
topics not tested, reduce learning to memorization, and cause teachers to devote too much time to test preparation 
(Yeh, 2005). The criticisms are valid, as practitioners may misuse the assessments or become enslaved by a mechan-
ical use of them. However, assessment, when used as a tool in combination with corrective instruction, can serve as 
a reflective activity that informs teaching and helps students to understand concepts in depth and in connection with 
each other.  

To achieve the goal of using assessment for student learning, assessment should become part of the instruction. 
The content being assessed should not be isolated from what is being taught (Care & Griffin, 2009; Fisher & Frey, 
2007). In China, the annual test outline published by the educational bureaus, both locally and nationally for differ-
ent levels of tests (especially the High School and College Entrance Examinations) changes every year with a differ-
ent focus on certain aspects of the curriculum. And the test outline, which describes the knowledge domain and key 
concepts to be tested, and the content of the standardized curriculum are generally aligned with each other. In other 
words, standardized teaching tests the curriculum. Rather than teaching to the test, Chinese schools are testing what 
is taught. 

Second, classroom assessments are closely linked to standardized tests at GMS. A paradox lies at the heart of 
teachers’ assessment practices as described in the current research literature in the West. For over a decade, there 
has been an emphasis on increased accountability to ensure quality in education, as measured by performance on 
standardized tests. Teachers are expected to acquire assessment literacy so that they can integrate formative assess-
ment practices into their daily teaching experiences, which may result in substantial gains in student achievement on 
standardized tests (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Hao & Johnson, 2013; Popham, 2009). Although the teachers employ 
various methods for classroom assessment such as observation, questioning, performance assessment, and so on, it 
seems important that there should be some connection between classroom assessments and standardized tests so that 
students are assessed on what they have learned by the completion of the course. Yet over this period, a perceived 
separation has persisted between the classroom assessment of learning and the mandated standardized examinations 
that constitute the summative evaluation of students’ academic outcomes. Popham (2003) argued that the standard-
ized test is not very helpful for teaching and learning and he suggested that an “instructionally useful test” (p. 49) be 
embedded in the classroom assessment. There, thus, seems to be a dichotomy between classroom assessment and 
standardized tests. Still, it is often argued that standardized tests have a negative effect on classroom assessment and 
instruction (Mausethagen, 2013) by imposing standards and “tests worth teaching to” (Shepard, 2000, p. 9). Re-
searchers argue that because of teachers’ concern for standardized test results, teachers may modify content and 
teach to the test, that is, format the instruction to fit the content of high-stakes assessments. Moreover, classroom as-
sessment or teacher-constructed tests tend to assess only discrete bits of knowledge and skills or low-level 
knowledge reproduction (Fleming & Chambers, 1983, cited in Koh, 2011). Hence, teachers are encouraged to re-
duce their use of traditional forms of tests, which mimic the paper-and-pencil standardized test, in their daily as-
sessment practices and resort instead to self-made performance assessment tools (Bennett et al., 1992). In China, the 
borderline between classroom assessment and standardized tests seems to be blurred. In this study, seemingly sum-
mative standardized tests are used as a resource for the development of formative assessment, which are used to ob-
tain feedback.  This enables teachers to correct students’ misconceptions and encourage logical thinking in learning. 
During this procedure, pre-service teachers acquire skills in analyzing previous standardized tests, reviewing stu-
dents’ test results, providing corrective instruction, and reconstructing the curriculum and teaching accordingly.  

Third, while existing norms and beliefs about teaching shape and limit teacher learning experiences (Jiang, 2012; 
Putnam & Borko, 2000), further complexity is added to the practicum situation as pre-service teachers serve in a ru-
ral school attended primarily by children of low-income families. Simply providing access to learning assessment 
practices, in itself, is unlikely to help pre-service teachers understand how to work with students from rural back-
grounds. The vast majority of pre-service teachers in China are trained in tertiary-level education institutions, fre-
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quently located in cities. And many of them come from relatively well-off families in the cities or economically de-
veloped towns. Therefore, their backgrounds are very different from those of the pupils they teach at the rural 
school. Their perceptions of what school life should be, how a student should look, and how they should behave in 
the classroom are rooted in their own well-off upbringing. When these pre-service teachers interact with local 
schoolteachers and students, they experience culture shock in spite of which they assume that the manner in which 
they studied in their own schools will work for their rural school students as well. 

 Henceforth came in the tacit evaluative act of assessment for them to justify their decision making in working 
with their rural school students. These pre-service teachers are successful students who passed several exams and 
went to college. How to map and connect their knowledge of content to the curriculum and how to employ pedagog-
ical strategies with appropriate learning standards to help pupils extend their understanding are key questions that 
pre-service teachers have to deal with. This is a process of curriculum making based on a reflection of their own life 
histories and an active relationship with their pupils (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992; Craig, 2010). Thus, they have to 
situate their understanding of teaching and learning closely to social meanings that rural students attach to learning, 
rather than confine their thinking to their own prior school experiences in a different social context. 

Therefore, the process of learning to teach with classroom assessment starts with assessment practices but goes 
beyond the practices to integrate instruction and curriculum making. It could be called the synergy of teaching, as-
sessment, and curriculum making. Even in this practice, however, the concern of teaching to the test does not com-
pletely go away, as some pre-service teachers coach students to memorize test items and guess the best answers. 
Nevertheless, some pre-service teachers are mentored to make use of this synergy to understand how well students 
grasp key concepts in the curriculum and help them tackle their misconceptions about these concepts. In this sense, 
pre-service teachers learn about students, teaching, and the curriculum during the learning-to-teach process that re-
volves around assessment. Pre-service teachers have varied experiences as they negotiate their understanding in in-
teraction with their own cultural beliefs, the mentor school teachers, their peers, and their pupils. 

In this study I illustrate what classroom assessment practices may look like in a rural school in China, and how 
learning about assessment may serve as a key teaching task within the learning-to-teach process of a group of pre-
service teachers. Specifically, I consider the following questions: First, what are the assessment practices that pre-
service teachers learned while teaching in a low-SES rural school? Second, how do pre-service teachers’ cultural be-
liefs about social differences influence their assessment and related teaching practices? Third, how do pre-service 
teachers’ personal history, backgrounds, and teacher education requirements influence their understanding of the 
teaching practicum experiences? I will address these questions in the context of the dinggang internship initiated by 
Han University in China.1   
 

About this study 
Regardless of the emphasis on classroom assessment practices as an important aspect of teacher education, this 

book is not another attempt to find out why Chinese learners score high on tests or to examine Chinese teachers’ ef-
fectiveness in preparing students for the tests. Rather, it is an ethnographic study of the difficult realities of learning 
to teach in the exam-driven education system of rural China and how these realities shape the participants’ learning 
about teaching, curriculum, assessment, students, and themselves.  

An ethnographic study is the research of lived experience and, hence, examines how we attribute meaning to 
what has been experienced and practiced. As ethnography, this study is constructed from the perspectives of its par-
ticipants: pre-service teachers, classroom teachers, school administrators, and myself, the researcher. Each contrib-
uted different perspectives that add complexity to the descriptions of learning to teach in an exam-driven context. In 
addition to studies by both Chinese and Western researchers studying Chinese education, research literature used in 
this study also includes works on teacher learning and assessment in the United States and Europe. Although the 
context of Chinese education is unique, the intent is that, by telling the stories of Li Min and her peers, and to con-
tribute to international conversations about teacher learning and to gain the benefit of subsequent insights from other 
countries. 

                                                           
1 In this study, I focus on pre-service teachers engaged in their internship and thus use “interns” and “pre-service teachers” interchangeably. I 

also use either internship or teaching practicum to refer to the same process of dinggang practices that the participants experienced in the Green 

Middle School. All names in the book are pseudonyms.  
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Before starting their practicum, Li Min and seven other pre-service teachers had completed two years of teacher 
education courses at a distinguished teacher training university, Han University (HU), located in a metropolitan area 
of northeast China. In 2006, Han University launched a special internship project called “dinggang” (dinggang ji-
hua, 顶岗计划), in which juniors are sent to underdeveloped rural areas for at least three months to complete their 
student teaching. “Ding” means “replace” and “gang” means “position.” A “dinggang” project sends interns to 
schools in areas of low socioeconomic status (SES), where they replace a few schoolteachers and engage fully in all 
teacher-related functions of the school, with the assistance of mentors both in the local school and from HU. The 
idea is to get these pre-service teachers immersed in a low-SES setting and hopefully prepare them to teach in rural 
schools, which are currently insufficiently staffed, after they complete their four-year bachelor’s degree program. 
These pre-service teachers live in the school dormitories,2 observe their mentors’ teaching, prepare lessons together, 
teach classes every day, learn to work as form teachers (ban zhu ren,3 班主任), and get involved in local community 
activities (she hui shi jian, “social practices,” 社会实践, such as surveying the local socioeconomic setting and tak-
ing part in “life enhancement” projects) (Dai & Cheng, 2007; Liang & Chen, 2007). Those schoolteachers for whom 
the HU interns substitute have the opportunity to attend the in-service professional development program jointly 
sponsored by HU and local educational bureaus.  

In order to understand their experiences, I shadowed Li Min and her peers throughout their four-month Dinggang 
student teaching period. I consulted the University Dinggang Office about the school profiles after all 500 pre-
service teachers were randomly assigned to their placements. I tried to identify one rural school that would agree to 
my conducting fieldwork and to obtain consent from the pre-service teachers at the school. One rural school in an 
economically underdeveloped county, Green Middle School (GMS), consented to take part in this study. All eight 
interns assigned to GMS agreed to participate. As Table 1.1 shows, five of the participants were from well-off urban 
areas and the other three were from economically developed rural areas. Two of them taught Chinese, two taught 
mathematics, two taught chemistry, one taught English, and one taught fine arts. Only one of them was male, reflect-
ing the general gender ratio of Han University as a teacher training institute.  

  
Table 1.1 Pre-service teachers in the study4 

Names Chen Leng Feng Lin Han Ming Hao Jing Jin Lei Li Min Wang 
Mei 

Zhang 
Fang 

Subject  
areas 

Chemistry Chinese Chemistry Chinese Math Math Fine 
arts 

English 

Family  
background 

Urban areas Economically developed rural 
areas 

Gender Male Female 
 
Although I focus primarily on the stories told by some of these participants in this book, the interactions between 

them and other pre-service teachers are included as appropriate. The main data sources for this study include partici-
pant observations, in-depth interviews, and written documents. In summer 2009, I participated in the training ses-
sions for the dinggang interns and their supervising teachers at Han University. During this period I observed the 
training sessions, collected documents about the dinggang internship, piloted the entry interview with randomly se-
lected interns, and modified the interview protocol. In August 2009, I went to Green Middle School with the eight 
selected participants, and I conducted the fieldwork through December 2009. 

Based on this fieldwork, I explore how these pre-service teachers learned to work with assessment as part of their 
professional growth—how they came to know the curriculum, the students, the instruction, the colleagues, and 
themselves—in the context of integrating assessment practices in daily teaching. This exploration of teacher learning 
becomes critical when the process of learning to teach is scrutinized within a specific teaching task, and this task—
assessment—is contentious in the current discourse of curriculum reform in China and many other countries. Learn-

                                                           
2 Usually, the placement schools build these dormitories for the interns. The schoolteachers and students live near the school. The supervising 

teachers from Han University do not live with the interns. 
3 Ban zhu ren refers to the form teacher for each class, who is responsible for classroom discipline, meeting with parents, and working with 

subject matter teachers to solve any problems in the class. A ban zhu ren usually also teaches one subject area.  
4 To protect the privacy of the participants, I use pseudonyms for these pre-service teachers in the study. 
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ing to teach with assessment is further complicated by concerns about teaching quality and equity at rural schools in 
China, as I discuss in the concluding chapter. 

The researcher’s role  
At GMS I lived in a room altered from an office on the first floor of the main teaching building. I had hoped to 

live with the pre-service teachers in their dormitory rooms, equipped with bunk beds, on the second floor of the 
same building, as doing so would have helped me to better understand the participants’ lives. However, the Vice 
Principal, Mr. Du, declined my request and insisted that I should be comfortably accommodated and have a room to 
myself. I then realized that my presence was a little uncomfortable for the pre-service teachers and the local people. 
I was introduced to them by the HU teacher educators as a researcher with overseas experience. People seemed to be 
awed by my educational background and out of respect felt it necessary to socially distance themselves from me .  

In the first few days, the pre-service teachers felt nervous when I observed their classes. I told them that I was 
there for the purpose of research, not to evaluate them on their teaching, and I became more cautious about my in-
sertion into their world. If the pre-service teacher was open to different opinions and sought advice from me, I would 
carefully share my opinions during my post-observation interview. I let the pre-service teachers know that my ad-
vice was not necessarily the right answer nor the only solution, but only an alternative to consider in their future 
teaching. I regarded this as my reciprocation in exchange for their assistance to me. If any pre-service teacher was 
hesitant to share opinions with me, or if he or she was very sensitive to advice, I would not say anything, even 
though all the interns politely invited me to give feedback after my observations. I do realize that my feedback and 
mere presence influenced what the pre-service teachers thought of their own teaching. Sometimes my questions may 
have caused them to reflect more deeply on their perceptions of their students. I hoped that, through my sustained 
presence in the setting, the effect of my intervention would decrease, enabling me to establish adequate relationships 
with the participants so that I could obtain more extensive insights into their experiences (Maxwell, 2005).  

At the beginning of my research, my own experiences made me oblivious to the significance of some of the prac-
tices used at this school. For instance, reviewing test items in test exercise lessons with students was familiar to me, 
and probably to most people who have received a Chinese education. Such a practice did not stand out as distinctive 
to me until I discussed my field notes with my mentor, Dr. Lynn Paine, and subsequently consulted other interna-
tional colleagues engaged in classroom assessment research. I recalled my math teacher in a middle school in south 
China jiggling a piece of chalk in his cupped hand and writing procedures for solving a test item used in a previous 
College Entrance Examination on the blackboard. “Many students missed this item because they did not understand 
the concept,” he said. “You must understand it and follow the correct procedure. Once you understand it, you can 
tackle similar questions (ju yi fan san, 举一反三).” I remember that I gasped for air under the pressure of daily tests. 
Nevertheless, I felt prepared to tackle tests as I gradually consolidated my understanding of key concepts and honed 
my skills to identify the knowledge I needed to apply to a particular test question. When I started my practicum as a 
pre-service teacher at a middle school in Beijing, I found practice exercises were frequently included in teaching. I 
was told to review the midterm and final examination papers for the 11th graders, identify why students got some test 
items wrong, and prepare lessons that would review the test papers and provide feedback to the students.  

As I observed the pre-service teachers at GMS engage in test-related teaching activities, I realized that these ac-
tivities were one of the central practices that novices must learn about teaching in China but that they may not be 
systematically used by teachers in other countries, especially those with decentralized school systems and less focus 
on standardized examinations. Uncovering this phenomenon may help us understand alternative teaching practices 
and assessments that could possibly be used to address the issue of teacher learning in a particular context. 

As a researcher born in South China and educated in the United States, I had to be careful to capture and interpret 
the nuanced meanings communicated in the local dialect at this rural school in North China. Although Mandarin is 
the required language of instruction at schools in China, some teachers could speak standard Mandarin at this rural 
school. However, they teach in their local dialect. For instance, Mr. Shan, the lead teacher who supervised the Math 
Department and one of the best math teachers in the school did not speak in Mandarin at all but his students loved 
his teaching. I could not quite understand the dialect in the first few weeks and I had to wait until I could make sense 
of it before I asked to observe Mr. Shan’s class with his interns.  

When I observed interactions between the mentor teacher and the pre-service teachers, I asked teachers to slow 
down if they used their dialect. I recorded their conversations and asked them follow-up questions if I did not under-
stand their comments after listening to the tapes. After some time, my understanding improved and I could speak 
simple words in their dialect. Teachers sometimes chuckled when I tried, somewhat awkwardly, to speakin their dia-
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lect. All interns could speak standard Mandarin as they were well-trained at their college but I needed to overcome 
hurdles created by my role as an educational researcher as I worked with them.  

Rosaldo (1993) wrote, “All interpretations are provisional; they are made by positioned subjects who are pre-
pared to know certain things and not others” (p. 8). Indeed, my interpretations of the stories shared in this book are 
largely the result of the interactions between the people involved in the study and myself. The ideas that emerged 
from this study are intertwined with my presence as a researcher who was once a Chinese student, formerly a pre-
service teacher, and is now a teacher educator. These positions framed my understanding of the participants’ stories, 
which are blended with my own voice and the critiques that I adopted from multiple scholarly sources.  

 

The chapters in outline 
The book is divided into six chapters. Chapter 2 describes the context and the participants of this study. The 

school environment, the tracking system, and the internship requirements are described. Profiles of the participant 
pre-service teachers are portrayed based on their family backgrounds, their expectations of the dinggang internship, 
and their initial impression of the rural pupils. I attempt to convey a sense of the complexity and richness of the 
dinggang internship understood in light of the pre-service teachers’ experiences and identities.  

Chapter 3 examines using assessment as the focal task for teacher learning. It explores what participant pre-
service teachers could learn from observing and participating in the daily assessment practices modeled by GMS 
schoolteachers. It features two cases of pre-service teachers who learned to teach either to the test or with assess-
ment. Although the pre-service teachers in both examples focused on tests and learned to implement several assess-
ment practices, their use of the tests developed in very different directions. For each case, I describe how pre-service 
teachers used tests differently for different student groups. 

Chapter 4 focuses on cultural scripts of assessment underlying different ways of using tests in student teaching. It 
begins to address the question of how teachers’ beliefs shape and are shaped by the process of learning to teach. It 
aims to unravel the tacit act of assessment, which guides and in turn gets informed by the technical act of assessment 
and learn-to-teach experiences at large.  

My views on this topic have been influenced by the theory of boundary work (Lamont & Molnar, 2002). Accord-
ing to this theory, people use various symbolic boundaries, such as hobbies, language, and morality, to differentiate 
themselves from others and enact these boundaries in their daily practices (Lamont, 2002; Lamont & Monar, 2002). 
Symbolic boundaries are evaluative criteria by which people assess and classify objects, people, and practices (La-
mont, 2001b). Using symbolic boundaries, people establish connections and remain connected to people, objects, 
and practices that are more “like us”. The concept of boundary work is particularly relevant to this study, because it 
provides a lens for examining how individuals appropriate multiple cultural resources to assess and categorize peo-
ple from different social backgrounds and how they rank others based on these evaluative criteria. The dinggang in-
ternship intends to have pre-service teachers transcend boundaries and differences among social classes. Exploring 
how pre-service teachers make sense of these boundaries based on social class can illuminate the multiple meanings 
that such a learn-to-teach opportunity can hold for pre-service teachers. 

The community of teaching and learning in the GMS school contributes to the main theme of Chapter 5, which  
shows how common assessment practices and explicit follow-up discussions among the pre-service teachers and be-
tween the mentors and mentees either reinforced or challenged the pre-service teachers’ prior assumptions on teach-
ing, assessment, and the students. In concluding the book, Chapter 6 revisits the notion of two acts of assessment to 
explore the implications for teacher preparation, teacher support, and education research. 

 

 

Chapter 2: Dinggang Internships at Green Middle School  

On a sunny day in August 2009, eight interns and I took a bus to Green Middle School to start the four-month in-
ternship. It had rained the day before, and the road leading to Green County was very muddy. The bus bumped along 
the road to the school. Green crops were lavish and thriving along the way, and from which I saw the dark roofs of 
scattered houses. As the bus passed the main street of the little village lined with vegetable, meat, and fruit stalls, it 
was met with curious looks from local people walking in the mud with the ends of their trousers rolled up.  
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