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The nature DJ teachers' qualitative
judgements: A matter of context and salience

Part Two: Out-of-context judgements

•
Geraldine Castleton, Claire Wyatt-Smith, Ray Cooksey

and Peter Freebody

This second paper also takes up the issue of how teachers make judgements
of primary students' writing. Once again, we examine the evidence base
used by two teachers in their judgements, using qualitative techniques for
mapping the inter-relationships among the indexes that teachers rely on to
formulate judgements. Of special interest in this paper is how the teachers
enacted judgements of student writing in the absence of knowledge about
the institutional and pedagogical settings in which the writing had been
produced} and also without knowledge of the student writer. The authors
recommend that readers consider thediscussion andfindings offered in this
paper in conjunction with paper onewhich precedes it.

The preceding paper discussed how two Year 5 teachers accounted for
their judgements of the literate capabilities of students in their own class
on the basis of written texts produced by these students. It demonstrated
the dynamic and complex nature of this process} clearly exemplifying
the indexes that the teachers drew on and combined variously to reach a
judgement at a particular point in time. This paper examines how the
same two teachers accounted for their judgements of the writing perfor­
mance of students unknown to them, but from the same year level. For
this task, the teachers were asked to judge 25 samples of previously
unsighted authentic pieces of student writing drawn from a range of
schools in the south-east corner of Queensland. What this meant} in
effect, was that the teachers were only able to draw on some of the
indexes that were available to them in the previous activity. More specif­
ically, the teachers were constrained in their judgements by not having
the same range of knowledges available to them. In what follows we
discuss firstly those indexes that were not readily available to the teach­
ers in these out-of-context judgements, and then we consider those
indexes that were common to both in-context and out-of-context.

Absence of salient indexes
A range of indexes was still called into play or activated in such a way
that they had a point-in-time relevance, but what becomes of interest in
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this 'out- of-context' setting is how the teachers arrived at their judge­
ments in the absence of certain knowledges (specifically Index 1 ­
Community context, Index 5 - Observations of the student, and Index 6
- Knowledge of pedagogy) that they have earlier demonstrated as being
integral to judgement processes at a particular point-in-time. There is
ample evidence in the data of how the teachers in question tried to
either call upon these indexes, or experienced difficulty in arriving at
judgements in their absence. A possible explanation for such difficulty
may lie in the teachers' reliance, as shown in the following extract dis­
cussed in paper one, on their recollected observations of 'the kid' and of
how their interactions had a material impact on the student writing:

... but the feeling that you get about the kid, that's influencing what goes
into this is all of the other things that you see every day, you know, when
you're sitting there watching that kid or when that kid's coming to your
table, and he's asking, you know, Does this sentence make sense? Is this sen­
tence right? Then that kid will change that sentence because of some talk
that you've had ...

Whereas a kid whose piece of writing you just get there, you've got no
idea whether that kid's ever had anything to do with, do you know, the
teacher. (Val)

The second teacher also demonstrated the high value she usually gave to
having knowledge of the student, raising a further concern about the
accuracy of such judgements in the absence of this knowledge:

knowing the student does affect your marking scheme, yes, and knowing
them also gives them a more accurate, I think it's more accurate assessment.
(Sue)

The following segment of talk clearly exemplifies the shifting nature,
rather than static certainty, of judgement processes. In the first instance it
again shows the value this teacher places on having knowledge of the
student, but also on having regular access to that student so that the
writer's intent can be determined. In fact, the teacher states that she
would usually put off arriving at her judgement until she had that
opportunity. For this teacher at least, judgement is enmeshed in talk with
the student and other interactions. Importantly, however, the teacher did
arrive at a gr,ading decision, but qualified it by noting that the student in
question could be worthy of a different grade on the basis of potential
noted by the teacher in the writing, as noted below:

I'd have to ask. I'd be spending time talking with this one ... Okay it's ah, it
needs to be, I would be talking a lot to this child and asking them to explain
a few things to me that I don't quite understand like the point of why they'd
be a bag instead of being something else, it's almost like they've pulled the
topic 'Life as a Sack' and then gone and written their own story anyway...

I'd leave it, I wouldn't I probably wouldn't mark it until after I've talked
to the kid because I wouldn't understand enough about it. If I had to give it
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some sort of a mark, it, I mean it's got a good amount of content in it ...
It's an SA[sound achievement],but it's got the potential to be a lot better

than that too. (Val)

The need for the teachers to 'understand' the writing not only in terms of
authorial intent but also in relation to how it had been jointly accom­
plished by student and teacher (sometimes as eo-writer) was a recurring
issue in the talk. Throughout, the teachers talked of writing as a social
enterprise and on this and other occasions in the out-of-context stage,
they were hesitant in judging, making the point that they were ill­
equipped to do so because they had not played a part in shaping the
script and did not know its history. .

Index 5: (Not) knowing the student - gender
Of further interest in the out-of-context judgements is how the teachers
actively searched for traces of the gender of the student in the writing.
This feature of the teachers' talk was not apparent in the 'in-context'
setting, discussed in the preceding paper, as all the students were
'known' to the teachers. However, it becomes a notable feature of the
talk around the 'out-of-context' judgements. In the following extract the
teacher initially had difficulty in determining the gender of the student.
However, she appeared to be able to resolve this on the basis of the
number of 'slang things' in the text, deemed, perhaps to be more a
feature of boys' rather than girls' work:

So he may as well have written his own story,or her own story, ah no, I'd say
it's a boy, urn... lots and lots of slang things in here and here he kept, not
much sentence structure, absolutely no paragraphing, urn, I guess, I don't
know,need a lot of talking. (Val) (authors' emphasis)

In other instances, the decision on the gender of the student became con­
tingent on the topic, or the way the student handled the topic, for
instance:

he's been into [ames Bond, this one. (Sue) (authors' emphasis)

The following extract of talk raises a number of questions round the
issue of gender and writing. The teacher has decided that the student in
question is a girl, though the topic itself, 'A day in the life of a boot', may
not necessarily assist in arriving at this decision. Nonetheless, the
teacher is heard calling on her construction of gender as a way of
making sense of the task, while also drawing on the already established
standard in operation in her own class to reach a decision on a particular
piece of work:

... just looking at it, looks like a weak student's because there's not a lot
there. There's a lot of trouble with capital letter and actual printing, so this
child, looks like she is weak just looking at it ... Capital letters and full stops,
has no idea, so therefore her English skills are way behind. Spelling doesn't
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seem to be as bad, the only spelling I can see is a 'aloud' is just a homonym,
spelling mistake, (1) can use an apostrophe, that seems unusual when they
cannot use capital letters and full stops. (Sue) (authors' emphasis)

Though Sue doesn't state .it explicitly, she clearly has a particular stan­
dard in mind and reaches the decision that the student in question is not
achieving at that standard, noting that her English skills are way behind.
The apparent discomfort the teachers experienced while judging writing
by unknown students was further intensified by an absence of knowl­
edge about the teaching context in which the writing had its origins, a
point alluded to earlier.

Index 6: (Not) knowing the pedagogical context
A further instance of the teachers' searching for an index that they
appeared to routinely draw on (though unavailable in this out-of-context
judgement setting) is evidenced in the following excerpt: .

I don't know how much the teacher then expects either so, urn, whether this
has just been a short theme or thing, I'm not sure. Whereas we did it over a
long time, over quite a few weeks and our entries were, were longer, so
again not knowing the context and how long they had to do this, so if this
was only a day's exercises, I'd have to put it up a bit, but then, if it's sup­
posed to be more than that, the exercise, I don't know. (Sue)

Here the teacher is heard to experience difficulty reaching a decision
without knowing more information about the pedagogical context in
which the task was set. The teacher is looking to find out how long the
student had to complete the task, indicating that this information
becomes critical in determining the student's competence at the task. She
clearly demonstrates, that in the absence of this knowledge, she is
applying another way of knowing that is available to her, namely what
conditions were at play within the classroom, where she team teaches
with Val, when this same topic or theme was covered. She noted that
'their' students had a longer period of time to complete the topic and
consequently the students produced longer (diary) entries. Thus, she
draws some comparison between this student's work and the ex­
pectations operating in her classroom and finally makes a provisional
judgement, indicating that it could be changed in the light of further
information. Furthermore, this talk also gives some insights into how
Sue arrives at judgements on students' work on the basis of the length of
the text. She is indicating that there is apparently an inseparability of
issues of quality from issues pertaining to the classroom conditions in
which the text was produced.

This same teacher further reiterates the difficulty of reaching a judge­
ment in the absence of knowledge about the student writer and the
pedagogical context in the following, once again drawing on the existing
standard within her own classroom:
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I'm judging from what I think my kids can do here, but then every teacher
sets work differently so it's very hard to do something out of context. (Sue)

and

what's the expectations of the teacher that gave this work, did they have
several days, did they only do it in a day, did they do it in a week? Umm.
(Sue)

Though the teachers' interest in trying to read the student in the writing
was uppermost in their talk, there were also signs of their discomfort at
not knowing the institutional and community context in which the
writing was generated.

Index 1: (Not) knowing community context
Within the talk around 'in-context' judgements, the teachers regularly
drew on their knowledge of their own classrooms and students and also
on their perceptions of the community surrounding the school, particu­
larly its socio-economic status. These perceptions were shown to be
important in arriving at the expected standard that was later called upon
in making judgements. The effects of the lack of this knowledge in the
out-of-context judgement setting can be seen in this exerpt:

I don't know the school either, and the standard of the whole grade, even if
you've only got your own class, you, you can see where, from your bottom
person to your top person, your range. (Sue)

This same teacher elaborated further:

... alright, say that I was at a lower economic group, urn, right, the children
have to achieve to whatever they can achieve to right, so therefore you've
got to be able to give some high marks so that children can see within their
own class okay that's good, that's what I'm aiming for, so therefore, you
couldn't mark a whole grade right down low, you've got to have to have
some sort of range. (Sue)

What also becomes of interest in this talk is how the explanation that is
made for the difficulty in arriving at a judgement of the writing of
unknown students also gives us an account of how judgement is under­
taken in the teacher's own classroom. Normative judgement practices
are at work in the teacher's classroom, with direct inter-student compar­
isons being used as a basis for judgement. Furthermore, the teacher
appears to operate with a notion of a 'minimum' standard rather than an
elaborated set of standards.

Using available indexes

Index 2: Teacher experience
In the absence of those indexes the teachers had identified in the think­
alouds as being particularly salient to them, they most often resorted to
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... then that's the way I teach. I teach a social studies thir\g then I'll do' the
English skill so the children have some background knowledge to work
from, so I'm building up their background first, so they'll have some English
genre involved. (Sue)

Sometimesyou have sort of a floaty mark
Urn and when you see more of the same sort of pieces then you become

more definite on what that particular one was. (Val)

\; ,

drawing on their experience, first as a teacher with knowledge of cur- t'
riculum, and second as a teacher with evaluative experience of Year 5;
students' work, to assist them in their decision making: ~i

I know that in the grade 5 syllabus there's a good chance that that kid .~
studies something about bushrangers 'cause that's in the grade 5 syllabus, ~

:\therefore, he's got you know, he's using vocabularies like you know, ."
'trooper', and 'mounted' and you know 'galloped towards me'. (Val) j~

:1Based on this kind of experience, one teacher was able to comment on .'
one child's work as: *

...~
.,'j
.~

1:..
,;i,
1{,
~

Unusual for a grade five child. 'The cool breeze is more like a wind and is
pushing at my back and the hair on the back of my head is falling onto my
face' - that's very unusual writing for a child in grade five. (Sue)

Drawing on their own experience as teachers to arrive at a judgement
about the value of unknown students' writing is further evidenced in the .
following comments. In the first instance Sue is using her own point of ~

reference on teaching to explain why she has arrived at a particular "
judgement. :j

~

,
i

In the second instance, Val reflects on the fluidity of the judgement I.

process and how she firms up a standard in the course of grading, an i
experience she captures in the following terms:

i
.~

H
j

~
I
'.Index 4: Assessment criteria and standards

Also evidenced in the talk of the two teachers in question as they
accounted for how they arrived at judgements of the writing of
unknown students is their partial reliance on stated criteria. In the dis­
cussion of the judgements made in the 'in-context' setting, it was found
that these criteria were drawn into play in complex ways with other
knowledge-based indexes available to the teachers. A notable feature of
this talk was evidence of how the sense of standard was firmed up in the
course of arriving at a judgement, also subject to some variation as the
teacher moved from one student's work to another. As discussed, the
teachers frequently gave predominance to knowledge of the student
derived from first-hand observations of in-class learning rather than
adherence to the prescribed set of criteria.

The extracts of talk drawn on here from the 'out-of-context' setting
show that stated criteria and (implicit) standards take on more signifi-
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cance in the absence of knowledge of the student and the classroom
context. Arriving at relevant task criteria, even when judging the work of
unknown students, did notpose difficulty for the teachers in question, as
they simply applied the same criteria to the unknown students as they
did to their own students, knowing them to also be in Year 5:

... it's not difficult to come up with criteria, cause we're going we know
what to expect of the children. We seem to have expectations already set in
our minds and where we're aiming to get the children at. (Sue)

and

I would sort of have to you see here's where I would look at a criteria having
to know the purpose of what they're writing for if it's just like an imagina­
tive piece of writing then okay I would think that in terms of imagination
and things it's quite good. (Val)

Of particular interest in the out-of-context judgement setting was that in
the absence of knowledges, say about pedagogy and the student, the
assessment criteria appeared to come more prominently to the fore in the
teachers' talk as they judged.

It is worth noting, however, that even though the two teachers had
established criteria for judging, even in the out-of-context stage, they
were not working with an elaborated set of standards. In short, the fea-.
tures of a grading scale A to E were not defined, with the grid merely
serving to report to students imprecise information about performance
on each criterion. This is not to suggest any deficiency in the capabilities
of the teachers in question in their judgement and reporting practices.
Rather it serves to highlight a point made in the previous paper, that, in
the absence of any official or endorsed standards and criteria for judging
writing performance, teachers relied on their tacit or in-the-head stan­
dards and knowledges of how these had local, as distinct from system,
relevance. A diagrammatic representation of the two available indexes in
the out-of-context judgements appears as Figure 2.

Figure 2. Representing out-of-context judgement
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Conclusion
In reaching the conclusion of this paper, we ask readers to consider
papers one and two, returning to the notion of indexicality as we apply it
to judgement. Specifically, we ask readers to consider the information
that teachers have made available in their verbalisations during judge­
ment to understand the judgement process on a text-by-text basis. We
contend that such an examination pushes the exploration of the interior
dynamics of teacher judgement to a deep and stimulus-specific level.
Before proceeding we acknowledge, however, that qualitative depth­
analysis of teacher verbalisations is limited to mapping only those
aspects of thinking which the teachers were able to consciously access
and verbalise during the think-aloud process.

While we acknowledge this limitation, we contend that the in-context
talk as discussed in paper one showed different types of configural infor­
mation processing for the two teachers, ranging from the import of extra
information, specific to particular students and texts to more highly
complex and convoluted condition reasoning, reflected in various index
combinations and trade-offs. Also evident is how readily the teachers
could bring the available indexes into (and out of) play as they read and
appraised writing quality. It was through the interplay of available
indexes that the teachers were able to connect student writing to. prior
observations of the student and classroom interactions that had shaped
how the writing came to be.

In this way, the indexes had a retrospective relevance for the teachers,
enabling them to read and value the writing for what it revealed about
the student and his/her development as a writer over time and across
tasks (see Figure 1, paper one). Further, we have suggested that the
judgements had prospective relevance in that they had the potential to
carry forward to inform future teacher observations and interactions
with students. So, essentially the judgements were taken to be construc­
tive of student identity, as strongly evidenced in the teachers' talk, while
also being constructive of how teacher and student interacted and
accomplished their relationship (as teacher-and student-of-writing in
the classroom).

It is clear that when teachers are assessing the work of their own stu­
dents, opportunities are maximised for the importation of extra informa­
tion about the writers and about the writing task itself. When
out-of-context writings are judged, as discussed in this paper, other deci­
sion processes are called into play, including the occasional desire for
information not currently available that the teachers would like to know
before rendering judgement. The discussion in this second paper has
centred on how the teachers arrived at judgement decisions in the
absence of some of the indexes (see Figure 2). Of special interest was that
the teachers were able to make judgements, but identified the difficulty
of this task when they were unable to use some of those indexes that
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they have identified as being critical to how their professional judgement
routinely occurred. The teachers' talk indicates that for these teachers at
least, their primary purpose for judging student performance was to
inform teaching and learning, emphasising the prospective relevance of
the identified set of indexes, as raised earlier. The teachers' talk testifies to
their understanding of the situatedness of the judgement task and the
dynamics of its moment-by-moment and progress over time characteris­
tics.

These findings build on the work of 5adler (1989) and Wyatt-Smith
(1999) in several ways. Sadler theorised the benefits for students when
they are inducted into knowledge about assessment expectations,
making them insiders of this knowledge, able to use it for improvement
purposes. Additionally, Sadler made the distinction between manifest
and latent criteria, showing that it was important for students to know
the expected criteria as well as the ways of applying these. One of his
essential insights concerned how it may be potentially self-limiting to
adhere strictly to wholly anticipated features, and that in some cases, it
may be necessary to call on previously unanticipated features to judge
fairly. Wyatt-Smith extended the work of Sadler, showing how the provi­
sion of stated standards and criteria in secondary English can inform
teacher judgement of writing quality, though such provision of itself
does not necessarily wholly regulate how judgement occurs. In short,
her research showed that the criteria and standards alone did not fully
account for judgement acts.

The pilot discussed in papers one and two similarly reports that even
though the two Year 5 teachers had made available statements of criteria
and unelaborated standards, such statements of themselves did not fully
account for how the teachers arrived at judgements.' This situation
inevitably meant that the variables that informed judgements were not
made public or officially available to students and parents. This is not to
suggest that teachers wanted to cloak acts of judgement in secrecy. It
is, however, to point to the complex and dynamic nature of acts of
judgement, and how teachers themselves do not intuitively map acts of
judgement as they occur. This confirms a point made by Phelps (1989)
who argued that the deep structures of judgement do not readily lend
themselves to examination, even by teachers themselves, without
considerable cognitive introspection and training.

So, to return to the critical issue of understanding the contextualised
nature of judgement, we argue that the interior dynamics of judgement
and the principled application of knowledge about those dynamics by
teachers in rendering their judgements, are precisely what we need to
understand if a truly fair and 'valid' system for assessing student work is
to be developed. The think-aloud protocols generated by the two teach­
ers while making their judgements provided ample testament to the fact
that there remains much we need to learn about teacher judgement

------_._~----

N
..J
-c
I­w
::r:
!:::
I:
U'l

k
~

41
Australian
journal of Language
and Literacy



References
Maxwell, G. (2002) Common and Different Features of Council and Board Approaches

to Assessment and Reporting. Discussion Paper. Brisbane, Queensland School
Curriculum Council.

Phelps, L. (1989) Images of student writing: the deep structure 'of teacher
response. In CM. Anson (ed.), Writingand Response: theory, practice, andresearch.
Urbana, Ill, National Council of Teachers of English.

Sadler, D. (1989) Formative assessment and the design of instructional systems.
Instructional Science, 18, pp. 119-144.

Wyatt-Smith, C. (1999) Reading for Assessment: how teachers ascribe meaning
and value to student writing. Assessment in Education: principles, policy and
practice, 6(2), pp. 195-223.

Assisting Learning:
Planning for Literacy
Improvement
Sandra Barmby, Morie Emmitt, Trudy Gerbert,
Kathy jones,Maureen Morriss. & Anne Ne/son

The principles and strategies outlined in this

booklet have been developed as a resource for

schools to assist teachers in their planning to

support students who are experiencing learning

difficulties.The structure of this booklet allows

for flexibility of use, and has relevance for

primary and secondary schools alike.

AU!itra/ian Uteracy Educators' Association. 2000.

Reprinted 2002 S6 pp. ISBN 0646397222

$22.00. plus $4.00 postage

ALEA Bookshop

PO Box 3203, Norwood SA 5067 or telephone (08) 8332 2845

Order your copy from:

processes. Further, we want to suggest that the texture of teacher
judgement is complex and that forcing 'the judgement problem' into the
procrustean bed of simplifying psychometric models, as educational
systems are wont to do, runs the very high risk of presenting a false
picture of students' literacy achievement in their local context. The key
related issues to be explored in the large study remain as: the legitimate
influences on teacher judgement and the type/s of validity, system and/
or site, that should dominate in any public statements about the written
literacy level of students. Only when these issues are addressed can we
be serious about characterising 'the teacher as the key person in the
assessment process ... [with] teacher judgement at the heart of that
process' (Maxwell, 2002, p.13).
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