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Abstract

In response to the growing need for authentic, pedagogically sound assessment in Initial
Teacher Education (ITE), this study presents a model of praxis-focused Creative Arts
assessment designed to integrate arts-making, critical reflection, and pedagogical theo-
rising. Drawing on a multi-site, collaborative autoethnographic study involving six
Australian universities, the research uses document analysis and thematic analysis of
student survey data to identify critical characteristics that underpin effective praxis-
focused assessment: meaningful context, embodied arts engagement, and critical re-
flection, which collectively contribute to theory-practice integration. The study results in
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a theoretically grounded and empirically supported model of praxis-focused assessment
that is affirmed as a pedagogical tool for preparing confident, competent arts educators.
The model offers a framework for assessment in Creative Arts ITE, enhancing student
engagement and classroom readiness while addressing contemporary challenges such as
generative Al and online learning.

Keywords
Creative arts, arts assessment, initial teacher education, praxis-focused assessment,
authentic arts

Introduction

Educational experts and arts practitioners agree that embodied, active, and sensory
learning is the most potent way to experience the Creative Arts: Dance, Drama/Theatre,
Media Arts, Music and Visual Arts (hereafter, “arts”) (Dinham, 2023; Ewing, 2010). In
teacher education, it is repeatedly affirmed that Initial Teacher Education (ITE) students
can most effectively prepare to teach the Arts in their future role as generalist classroom
teachers through embodied experience of aesthetic, creative, and artistic practices
(Cutcher and Cook, 2016). However, while the value of physically engaging in arts
experiences are vital, such experiences alone are insufficient preparation for the re-
quirements of arts teaching (Goetz and Zwin, 2010). Not only should ITE students be
given the opportunity to engage in embodied arts making experiences, but to explicitly
cultivate their skills as educators through developing their pedagogical content knowl-
edge (Berry et al., 2016). Within arts education, this theory-practice nexus is referred to as
“arts praxis”. Through engagement in arts praxis, ITE students can gain first-hand ex-
perience of arts practices and reflect on arts pedagogies in practice. This process is
promoted to equip ITE students to more effectively support their future students’ artistic
development (Burke, 2021) and is considered a crucial element of ITE learning that is
fundamental to the preparation of classroom arts teachers (Burke et al., 2023; Cutcher and
Cook, 2016; Ewing and Gibson, 2015).

The development and delivery of ITE programs face a number of challenges to ensure
ITE students are adequately prepared to teach the Arts effectively. Beyond the first
challenge of the well-documented limited arts learning offered to generalist teachers in
their ITE training (Chapman et al., 2019; Joseph et al., 2025), is the increasing concern in
Higher Education (HE) of less-than satisfactory student engagement with core course
content (Tight, 2020). Some studies reveal that time-poor modern students are making
choices to approach their learning strategically, focusing their efforts on tasks that directly
contribute to summative assessment, and considering other learning tasks as optional
(Harris et al., 2018; Julsar et al., 2023). Given the significant value that tertiary arts
educators place on practical learning tasks through which arts concepts and pedagogy are
best understood, this propensity for students to give time and attention only to what is
assessed has been strategically harnessed by some arts educators by embedding praxial
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arts experiences in assessment tasks (that is, arts making and critical reflection), (Burke
et al., 2023; Leduc, 2021). In doing so, they are attempting to ensure that all students
engage in active learning and pedagogical reflection. The approach, referred to as praxis-
focused assessment (Burke et al., 2023), stems from constructive alignment (Biggs and
Tang, 2020), whose advocates assert that learning activities, intended learning outcomes
and assessment tasks are all directly aligned.

The members of the research team teach arts ITE courses/units (hereafter “courses™)
across six Australian universities, inclusive of all five Arts subjects in the Australian
Curriculum. All employ an approach to assessment we individually identify as praxis-
focused assessment. This is based upon our shared belief that the approach is the most
ideal means to engage our students in both relevant theory and practice to prepare them to
teach the Arts in their future classrooms. While an initial definition of praxis-focused
assessment has been proposed by Burke et al. (2023), the critical characteristics of praxis-
focused assessment are not yet clearly articulated and broader empirical support for its
pedagogical impact remains limited. This paper addresses that gap by investigating the
assessment strategies we independently describe as praxis-focused assessment. We asked:
What explicitly constitutes praxis-focused arts assessment, and does such an approach
meaningfully benefit students’ readiness to teach the Arts as future generalist educators?

The study results in a model of praxis-focused assessment. The model identifies critical
characteristics that underpin effective praxis-focused assessment: meaningful context,
embodied arts engagement, and critical reflection, which collectively contribute to theory-
practice integration. These characteristics are collectively shown to support the devel-
opment of both artist and teacher identity, enhance student engagement, and foster
classroom readiness.

By synthesising curriculum documentation and student survey data, this study offers a
theoretically grounded and empirically supported model for praxis-focused assessment in
Creative Arts ITE; an approach that, to date, has previously been widely used but under
theorised. The model, “Critical Characteristics of Praxis-Focused Assessment in Creative
Arts Teacher Education,” is offered as a framework to guide future assessment design that
integrates arts theory, practice and reflection.

Conceptual and practical foundations

The concept of “praxis” refers to the process by which learning is enacted, practiced
embodied or realised. It is more than merely action, it is thoughtful, reflective action that is
informed by theory and aimed at social transformation or improvement. While practice
can be routine or mechanical, praxis implies conscious, purposeful action aimed at social
transformation or improvement (Aristotle c.4th century BCE; Freire, 1993; Kemmis,
2022). Freire defined it as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it”
(1993: 33). He proposed that, through thoughtful and critical reflection on action, in-
dividuals attain deeper understanding and meaningful connections between theory and
practice, leading to transformative understanding and future application. In the context of
arts education, arts praxis is understood as the interplay between embodied arts practices
in which learners experience aesthetic, creative and artistic practices, and critical
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reflection upon these practices to deepen awareness of arts theory. In the ITE domain this
critical reflection also includes pedagogical reflection in and on embodied arts experi-
ences to gain actionable insights for the arts classroom. This view aligns with Maras and
Shand’s (2023) assertion that critical and creative thinking in art education is not an add-
on capability but a form of making, embedded in reasoning and theory building within
domain-specific constraints. By engaging ITE students in arts praxis, the intention is to
raise their critical consciousness regarding the transformative potential of the Arts,
equipping them with resources to be pedagogically innovative and authentic (Cain et al.,
2024), while navigating the changing curriculum landscapes (Chapman and Wright,
2024).

An additional concept that is often coupled with the centrality of arts praxis in ITE is
that of “authentic arts”. According to Dinham (2023), in school-based education, this
represents a meaningful arts learning program that fosters children’s creativity, aesthetic
awareness, and self-expression through artistic mediums from a range of cultural
backgrounds. In the context of arts learning within ITE, authentic practice is therefore
embodied, active, and sensory, necessitating active participation in artistic experiences
relevant to the ‘real’ world of the Arts (Roy et al., 2025). The concepts of authentic arts
learning and arts praxis are thus central to the focus of arts educators in preparing future
classroom educators (Burke et al., 2024; Cain et al., 2024; Dinham 2023).

Praxis-focused assessment has been promoted as one means to engage ITE students in
authentic arts learning and critical pedagogical reflection for classroom readiness. This
has been defined as “the assessment of core learning experiences that require students to
engage in hands-on activities and subsequent critical reflections to achieve targeted
learning outcomes” (Burke and Fanshawe, 2021: 92). In arts education, it has been found
particularly beneficial in focusing student learning by mandating arts praxis through
targeted assessment tasks. The approach has been explored in a small number of ITE
research projects (Allen et al., 2014; Davis, 2018; Lierse, 2015; Moore and Baker, 2019)
and involves embedding practical arts activities and reflection tasks in weekly learning,
which directly contribute to assessment. Burke et al. (2023) assert the mandatory nature of
assessing practical learning is a key success factor of the strategy, indicating that students
acknowledge a greater motivation and engagement in both the practical tasks and critical
reflections because these contribute to a grade. They further found this strategy increased
students’ sense of confidence for the future arts classroom with both practical insights and
pedagogical reasoning upon which to expand their practice in the future. While these
studies are focused on the use of praxis-focused assessment to engage online learners, its
value for all arts learning in ITE, regardless of the student’s mode of enrolment, is
acknowledged as a means to ensure students gain the benefits of authentic arts praxis.

This is considered important, given research that indicates generalist primary teachers
often lack confidence and a background in teaching the Arts (Russell-Bowie, 2010), or a
lack of preparedness for graduate teachers in the Arts (Collins, 2016; Lindsay, 2021;
Lummis et al., 2014). However, studies show that targeted courses that include immersive
arts practice and opportunities for practical application can significantly increase con-
fidence and attitudes towards the Arts (Deehan et al., 2022). Embedding these experiences
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in assessment tasks consequently requires that all students engage in these experiences,
with the aim that they obtain the attendant benefits of embodied learning.

There are additional reasons why praxis-focused assessment may pose an important
pedagogical approach. In particular, the rise of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl)
presents new challenges, especially in maintaining academic integrity and authenticity in
student assessment. With freely available GenAl tools that can generate essays, lesson
plans, images and creative content, it is vitally important that higher educators develop
approaches to assessment that provide greater assurance that learners have genuinely
developed the target knowledge and skills (Villarroel et al., 2017). In the context of arts
ITE learning, this means that assessment should ensure students are demonstrating
readiness to teach the Arts in the classroom, which necessitates the ability to enact arts
practices, supported by a theoretical and pedagogical understanding of good arts practice
(Ewing and Gibson, 2015).

Arts ITE provides an ideal opportunity for assessment approaches that reflect
real-world teaching and creative processes. Authentic, performance-based tasks—
such as studio work, live facilitation, and reflective practice—can support this goal.
Further, it may have some potential to reduce opportunities for academic dishonesty,
although it is noted that implementation requires careful design and implementation
to address this requirement effectively (Fawns et al., 2024). Balancing techno-
logical change with the pedagogical integrity of arts learning in ITE remains es-
sential to preparing teachers who can navigate and model responsible creativity in
Al-enhanced classrooms. Praxis-focused assessment is one means promoted as a
pedagogical approach that ensures all learners engage in such authentic arts
processes.

The literature thus shows that praxis-focused assessment poses a positive assessment
approach that addresses a number of modern challenges experienced by arts educators in
ITE, however the literature is limited in both depth and scope. In particular, a theoretical
grounding or empirical consensus on what constitutes the critical characteristics of this
assessment approach is yet to be completed, with most understanding of the approach
emerging from bespoke, single case study projects arising from one or a small number of
institutions. Given the evolving challenges of academic integrity, digital delivery and
curriculum pressures in higher education, further investigation is necessary. This study
responds to this call.

Materials and methods

This paper arises from a larger project which aims to gain empirical insight into the
characteristics of “authentic” assessment in the Arts in Australian generalist primary ITE
degrees with a view that this will lead to more effective learning and teaching practice.
The researchers represent a national collective of arts educators from six universities who
scrutinised our assessment practices and related learning and teaching approaches,
alongside student perspectives of our approaches to assessment. While our contexts
varied, we each claimed to implement “praxis-focused assessment”, wherein we required
our students to create various arts artefacts and reflect on this through the lens of arts
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theory, curriculum, and pedagogical intent. The goal of this multi-site study was not to
compare the effectiveness of assessment across cases, but to investigate what explicitly
constitutes praxis-focused arts assessment, and whether such an approach meaningfully
benefits students’ readiness to teach the Arts as future generalist educators. Ethical
clearance was provided by the University of Tasmania Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee in March 2024 (Project ID: 30245).

Research design

The overarching project used a Collaborative Autoethnographic approach (CAE)
(Chang, 2022) to explore our practices and assessment approach. CAE is a valid
research tool as it recognises “personal experiences as a valuable source for societal
understanding” (Chang, 2022: 139). In allowing researchers to critically interrogate
their own practices while co-constructing meaning in dialogue with peers (Chang,
2022), an autoethnographic approach has the capacity to enhance both reflexivity and
trustworthiness of the findings (Koopman et al., 2020). Within teacher education
research, CAE is particularly valuable because it positions educators as both prac-
titioners and researchers, enabling authentic insights into the pedagogical choices and
assessment designs that shape pre-service teacher learning. Through this, we ac-
knowledged the inherent subjectivity of our experience as researchers deeply involved
in the data, and as both participants and researchers, we therefore followed the
principles of CAE to iteratively reflect and challenge our assumptions. This approach
supports credibility through researcher reflexivity and dependability through col-
lective validation of interpretations, consistent with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985)
criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research.

The portion of the overall study reported in this paper employed a multi-method
qualitative research design that incorporated a document analysis of our course speci-
fications and assessment tasks, and a student survey with quantitative and qualitative
questions.

Participants

Participants in this study included each of the authors who are active arts educators within
teacher education, and students in our cohorts during 2024 who responded to a voluntary
online survey. Table 1 indicates the different contexts of the research team.

A total of 126 student responses were received for the online survey, with 101 complete
responses. Table 2 presents the number of student responses across institutions.

For three open-ended survey questions, response rates were 83, 72, and
53 respectively.

The vast majority of respondents indicated they were enrolled in a Bachelor of
Education degree (n = 86), with the remainder in an undergraduate Associate Degree (n =
10), Masters of Teaching degree (n = 1), or other higher education program taking the
course as an elective (n =4). This meant that the vast majority of students were training to
be classroom teachers.
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Table I. Researcher contexts.

Approximate Programmatic
University cohort size On-campus % Online % context Arts areas taught
I 310 students 39 6l Early Dance, drama, media arts, music and
childhood visual arts
and primary
2. 400 students 100 0 Early Dance, drama, music and visual arts
childhood
and primary
3. 240 students 25 75 Primary Music; visual art
4. 182 students 70 30 Primary Dance, drama, media arts, music and
visual arts
5. 240 students 100 0 Primary Dance, drama, music, media arts and
visual arts
6. 400 students 29 71 Primary Dance, drama, music and visual arts
Table 2. Number of student responses per institution.
University Count
University | 20
University 2 24
University 3 25
University 4 I
University 5 16
University 6 3
Not indicated 2
Total 101
Table 3. Respondent ages.
Age Count
18-24 years old 52
25-34 years old 17
35-44 years old 25
45-54 years old 7
55 and older 0
Total 101

As seen in Table 3, most respondents were between the ages of 18 and 24, with the
remainder being between 25 and 54 years old.

The majority of students indicated they were enrolled on campus (r = 52), followed by
online (n = 43), and a small number were undertaking blended study with some online and
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some on-campus study (n = 6). When conducting the analysis, we noted there were no
discernible differences in students’ responses across any relevant demographic characteristics.

Research instruments

Two instruments were used in this study: a document analysis template used to collect
our reflections and analysis as arts teacher educators of our various course specifi-
cations and assessment tasks, and a voluntary anonymous student survey from students
in our cohorts during 2024. Using both document analysis and a student survey enabled
methodological triangulation, strengthening the credibility and robustness of the study.
Document analysis offered a critical evaluation of the intended curriculum and as-
sessment design, while the survey provided access to students’ subjective experiences
and perceptions. The combination of these methods ensured that the study examined
praxis-focused assessment both as it was formally constructed and as it was lived in
practice. As Patton (2015) emphasises, integrating diverse data sources strengthens the
trustworthiness of qualitative findings. Significantly, this work contributed to the
overall ongoing project titled “Arts education, assessment and ITE degrees in Aus-
tralian Higher Education” by connecting student and academic voice on the charac-
teristics of authentic praxis focus assessment.

Data collection

For the document analysis, each of the six academics conducting this study provided
assessment and course documentation regarding arts ITE courses with which we were
directly involved. These were distributed to different members of the group who
completed an audit guided by a structured template based on two well-established
frameworks: Herrington and Oliver’s (2000) model for authentic learning environments
and Dinham’s (2023) arts-specific processes. These frameworks provided consistent criteria

Table 4. Complementary frameworks used for document analysis.

Herrington and Oliver’s (2000) instructional design  Dinham’s (2023) features authentic arts

framework for authentic learning environments learning.

* Authentic contexts * Invent — Create designs that express ideas
* Authentic tasks and intentions.

* Expert demonstration * Make — Craft and present artworks using
* Diverse viewpoints arts language, concepts and processes.

* Collaboration  Reflect — Ciritically evaluate your own and
* Reflection others’ ideas, processes and artworks.

* Expression of understanding » Connect — Link artmaking to cultural

* Support structures expression and diverse traditions.

¢ Authentic evaluation
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for documenting and subsequently evaluating assessment design across institutions (see
Table 4). Herrington and Oliver’s framework identifies nine characteristics of authentic
learning environments that are critical dimensions for preparing students for real-world
contexts and offered a robust structure for evaluating the broader pedagogical integrity of
assessment design. Dinham’s arts-specific model then ensured our audit process was
grounded in arts-specific values, capturing the embodied, process-oriented and socially
connected nature of creative practice. By using these two frameworks in a complementary
manner, we ensured that the tasks authentically reflected the knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions required for effective arts teaching. Herrington and Oliver’s criteria provided a
robust structure for evaluating the pedagogical integrity of assessment design, while
Dinham’s model grounded the analysis in discipline-specific authenticity. This dual-
framework approach ensured that the assessments were not only theoretically sound but
also representative of real-world arts education practices, thereby strengthening the credi-
bility and dependability of our findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). These features of both
frameworks were used to establish a document analysis template to guide the document
analysis process (See Appendix A).

Additionally, students in each participating academic’s courses were invited to respond
to a short voluntary survey via email or online learning platforms associated with their
coursework to complete a Qualtrics survey during their final week of learning (See
Appendix B for survey instrument). The survey collected a small degree of demographic
data, alongside three Likert-scale items which were developed to align with the core
components of praxis-focused assessment. Further, to enhance credibility, open-ended
questions were included to allow students to elaborate on their Likert-scale responses,
supporting richer interpretation. The use of both document analysis and student survey
data enabled methodological triangulation, which strengthens the internal consistency and
trustworthiness of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Survey participation was voluntary, and written informed consent was obtained prior to
data collection.

The survey asked students three questions using a Likert scale from unimportant to
extremely important, regarding the importance of certain aspects of assessment design to their
learning and future practice. These questions were:

(1) As part of your arts education assessment/s you are required to engage in practical
arts making (e.g. making visual arts, performing, composing etc). How important
do you believe this practical engagement is for your preparation as a teacher of the
Arts in the classroom?

(2) As part of your arts education assessment/s you are required to critically reflect on
your practical arts making. How important is this reflective process for your
preparation as a teacher of the Arts in the classroom?

(3) As part of your arts education assessment/s you are required to make connections
between your practical arts making experiences, your pedagogical experience and
theoretical learning. How important is the requirement to make these connections
to your preparation as a teacher of the Arts in the classroom?


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/14740222251412056
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Data analysis

Data analysis involved a two-pronged qualitative analysis of both curriculum documents
and student survey responses. This dual approach enabled us to examine the intended
design of assessment tasks alongside students’ lived experiences of those tasks. The
document analysis involved comparing similarities and differences across the six in-
stitutions to identify recurring pedagogical patterns and distinctive practices. This in-
terpretive process enabled the synthesis of shared characteristics, which were then
organised and reported thematically in the findings.

In analysing the student survey data, quantitative survey items were analysed descriptively
to establish the proportion of students who rated particular aspects of praxis-focused as-
sessment as important or very important. For the open-ended survey responses, thematic
analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six phases to ensure a systematic
and transparent approach to coding and theme development, enhancing the dependability of
the findings. In the familiarisation stage, responses were read and re-read to gain an overview of
the dataset. During coding, initial codes were created to capture meaningful units of data. For
example, one student wrote: “At first I felt nervous about performing, but by the end I realised
it made me more confident to teach it”. This was coded as “overcoming nervousness” and
“confidence building.” Another student commented: “The reflection task made me think about
how to connect my teaching choices with curriculum aims.” This was coded as “reflection as
linking practice to theory.” In the searching for themes phase, these codes were collated into
broader candidate themes. For example, “overcoming nervousness” and ‘“confidence
building” were grouped under the theme Building confidence and competence. Similarly,
“reflection as linking practice to theory” was combined with other codes such as “reflection
clarifies pedagogy” under the theme Theory—practice integration. Themes were then refined
and named in later phases of the analysis, resulting in four key themes: learning through doing,
confidence and competence, the power of reflection, and theory—practice integration.

Methodological triangulation between document analysis and student survey data
further supported credibility and internal consistency (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). To-
gether, these complementary analyses provided insight into both the intended design of
praxis-focused assessment and the ways students experienced and interpreted those
designs.

Findings
Document analysis

Analysis of the curriculum documents broadly confirmed the presence of praxis-focused
assessment structures, meaning that all six reviewed courses demonstrated a clear
commitment to providing students with authentic artistic and pedagogical experiences.
Assessments typically required students to engage as both creators (artists) and planners
(teachers), thereby reflecting the dual identity expected of arts educators. For example,
students were required to create art portfolios across the various art forms, accompanied
by reflections on their own artistic process and pedagogical suggestions for applying this
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in a classroom; compose short musical pieces and reflect on their pedagogical intent, or
facilitate drama workshops with peers and submit critical commentaries linking their
practice to curriculum outcomes. These tasks exemplify the integration of arts-making,
pedagogical planning, and reflective theorising central to praxis-focused assessment. All
courses also provided activities that reflected real-world classroom application. In some
cases, students were explicitly asked to consider how they might adapt their own arts
practice to suit diverse primary or early childhood learners. Thus, assessment was not
separate from teaching practice but a rehearsal and enactment of it—an essential principle
of praxis.

Five of the six courses were found to explicitly promote critical reflection and link
students’ experiences to educational theory. Assessment rubrics and learning outcomes
consistently encouraged students to reflect on their creative decisions, teaching choices,
and engage with scholarly literature. Reflective tasks included structured journals, an-
alytical rationales, or critical commentaries on classroom planning. These tasks were
focused on promoting metacognitive awareness thus supporting the development of
explicit theorising about arts pedagogy. Reviewers noted that assessment tasks supported
student reflection on arts practice and theory, often in relation to broader understandings
of curriculum and pedagogy.

Three of the six courses explicitly indicated the embedding of expert modelling within
the course and assessment documents, which refers to the provision of access to expert
performances and the modelling of process (Herrington and Oliver, 2000). However, most
included scaffolded experiences that built progressively across the semester; that is, in-
class learning experiences that directly related to, or constituted the arts experiences that
would be developed into arts artefacts for assessment. Students were required to engage
with technology, created portfolios, and participated in arts-making processes that
mirrored the expectations of school teaching.

The document analysis revealed a variety of assessment approaches, however syn-
thesis of the overarching features of each academic’s assessment confirmed a consistent
implementation of core features. Praxis-focused assessment, as enacted by the educators
in the research group:

Encourages students to engage both as artist and educator.

Requires students to reflect critically on their learning.

Explicitly connects practice to theory and curriculum standards.
Allows for multiple, flexible modes of assessment and participation.

Importantly, this process of document analysis revealed areas for improvement. For
instance, only half the courses clearly articulated access to expert modelling, and only two
explicitly mentioned teacher coaching or scaffolded feedback—both critical to supporting
deeper learning in complex domains like the Arts (Herrington and Oliver, 2000).

To confirm the pedagogical value of praxis-focused assessment and further interrogate
its critical characteristics, we turned to an examination of how our students perceived and
engaged with these tasks via the open-ended responses within the student survey data.
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Student survey

The student survey produced both quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative data
provided compelling evidence that the vast majority of students saw value in the praxis-
focused approach they had experienced as part of their Arts education assessments re-
garding practical arts making experiences, critical reflection and the integration of theory,
pedagogy and arts practice. Open ended responses then provided insight into reasons why
students held these sentiments, including the very small minority of negative Likert
responses. Thematic analysis of the open-ended responses identified four key themes:
learning through doing, confidence and competence, the power of reflection, and theory-
practice integration. While these themes largely correlate with the three survey questions,
and quantitative data are presented below with corresponding themes, it is valuable to note
themes were not derived exclusively from individual survey items, but emerged in-
ductively from the full set of open-ended responses, allowing for a more nuanced and
integrated interpretation of student perspectives across the dataset.

Theme I: Praxis as learning through doing. Table 5 presents the responses to the question
asking respondents to rate the importance of practical arts making to their preparation as a
teacher. As may be seen, 89% of respondents (n = 90) positively rated the value of
practical arts making to preparedness.

In open-ended responses, students consistently articulated that practical engagement
enabled them to move beyond surface understanding and into embodied, situated
learning. Engagement in making, performing, or composing was described as a vital entry
point into both content knowledge and pedagogical awareness. Respondent 26 [R26]
stated, “This hands-on experience allows me to understand the processes involved in
making art, whether it’s visual arts, performance, or composition, and gives me the
confidence to guide students through similar activities.” Students noted how these
practical arts experiences helped demystify the Arts and shifted their experience from
being passive recipients of content to active participants in knowledge construction. This
view reflects a key principle of praxis that was also emphasised in the document analysis:
that knowledge is generated through experience, not just acquired through theory.
R10 stated, “The Arts is a subject that is more easily explored and expressed through
practical methods. Just like teaching, we learn by doing more than we learn by researching

Table 5. The importance of practical arts making to respondent preparation as a teacher.

Response (%) Count
Unimportant 1.98 2
Somewhat important 3.96 4
Neutral 4.95 5
Important 41.58 42
Extremely important 47.52 48

Total 100 101
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through journal articles.” In this way, practical assessment served as a generator of insight
and pedagogical imagination. It is worth noting that some students indicated a strong
sentiment of enjoyment in completing these tasks, for example as noted by R7: “Practical
work is essential for students to learn how to apply their learning. A lot more fun and
beneficial than writing an essay for example.” ‘Fun and enjoyment’ are terms not often
provided as key measures of a quality learning experience in a higher education setting,
however, in ‘learning through doing’ they are the foundation of the engagement that leads
to the building of confidence and competence; the next theme identified.

Theme 2: Praxis builds confidence and competence. This second theme emerged pre-
dominantly (although not exclusively) from the open-ended responses to the above survey
question regarding experiencing arts practice. Responses identified under this theme
recognised an additionally important insight: that engaging in arts practice generated a
sense of confidence and competence. For many students, initial experiences with practical
Arts assessment were marked by apprehension. For example, R76 revealed how, “Ini-
tially, I was nervous ... thinking about the practical art activities required for the as-
signments. Going through the process with support helped to work through any limiting
beliefs or struggle experienced.” However, this kind of discomfort was often transformed
into a source of growth through supported engagement, or what Herrington and Oliver
(2000) term “teacher scaffolding”. Several students reported that working through fears or
self-doubt helped them develop the confidence to teach the Arts. For example, R17 stated, “I
feel that it is extremely important for me to engage on a practical level. It provides an
understanding of what students will feel when I am teaching, their ‘roadblocks’ and how they
too may feel apprehensive about participating.” Other similar comments confirmed that
students recognised the value of their ability to model arts practices to their students. These
reflections highlighted how the practical engagement fostered confidence for the classroom.

Beyond confidence, students thus recognised that the ability to model Arts practices
authentically was a key part of pedagogical competence. This relationship between self-
efficacy and pedagogical readiness is a hallmark of praxis. R101 noted, “Engaging in
practical arts making is extremely important... It also provides me with ideas of how I
could assist a student.” Similarly, R48 observed, “If we intend to teach the Arts to
students, we should have a deep understanding of how to perform/create/compose so that
we can use our own experiences to inform our teaching.” Such reflections reveal an
awareness that competence in teaching the Arts is not merely theoretical, and that it
embodies practice, reflection, and the ability to guide and scaffold students with skill and
empathy.

Theme 3: The power of reflection in Praxis. Table 6 presents respondent responses to the
question asking them to rate the importance of reflection on arts making to their
preparation as a teacher. As may be seen, 87.13% (n = 88) rated reflection as important or
extremely important.

Students identified reflection not as a bureaucratic requirement but as a central
mechanism of growth as confident, intentional educators. Reflective assessment tasks
such as journals, portfolios, or analytical commentaries were credited with deepening
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Table 6. Importance of reflection for preparedness to teach.

Response (%) Count
Unimportant 1.98 2
Somewhat important 4.95 5
Neutral 5.94 6
Important 54.46 55
Extremely important 32.67 33
Total 100 101

awareness of both artistic and teaching processes. Several students described how the
requirements for reflection enabled them to see what worked, identify improvements, and
make connections to student learning. R60 summarised these attributes well:

Reflective practice as a teacher is vital to continue to develop and grow. Reflecting on the
practical arts takes it from a fun, superficial activity, to a complex thinking activity where a
deeper understanding can be formed, making real life connections with the learning and
processes of creating.

Similar to student recognition that practical arts experiences fostered empathy, some
students also noted how the act of reflection also cultivated empathy, stating that it helped them
understand how students might feel, or how they may struggle with some creative tasks:

This process deepens my understanding of the techniques and concepts ... and it makes me more
aware of the challenges students might face. Reflection also helps me think about how to adapt and
improve my teaching methods, ensuring I can create an inclusive, supportive environment where
students feel comfortable experimenting and learning from their own experiences. R20

This reflects the recursive cycle of praxis: acting, reflecting, theorising, and then acting
again with greater intention.

While the vast majority of student comments indicated positive experiences, a small
number of negatively framed comments helped to identify important considerations, with
a small number viewing the reflection requirements as repetitive or overly formalised,
particularly when tied to assessment. For example, R66 noted, “It is important to reflect on
artwork, but I think reflection during assessment means the focus of reflection is more on
the aims of the assignment rather than being a beneficial reflection.” Similarly, R24 stated,
“Reflection is a great tool to utilise and teach, but having an assessment based on re-
flection seems over the top and that time could be better used in other areas.” These
comments may also reflect a more generalised disconnection with course assessment
practices more broadly, rather than specific issues with engaging in reflective practices as
prescribed in the completed tasks.
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Table 7. The importance of making connections between arts making and pedagogic experience
and theoretical learning.

Response (%) Count
Unimportant 0.00 0
Somewhat important 1.98 2
Neutral 7.92 8
Important 55.45 56
Extremely important 34.65 35
Total 100 101

Theme 4: Theory-practice integration. Table 7 presents responses to a question asking
students to rate the importance of being required to make connections between arts
making and their pedagogic experience and theoretical learning. As may be seen, re-
spondents clearly valued the requirement to make these connections, with 90.10% (n =
91) of respondents rating this requirement as important or extremely important.

Perhaps most significantly, students understood praxis-focused assessment as an in-
tegrative force; one that required them to bring together practical Arts-making, peda-
gogical strategy, and theoretical understanding. This synthesis was seen as vital for
authentic teaching practice. For example: R35 indicated how,

Making connections from the art to the theory to pedagogy helps us to consider the what, why
and how of the learning. What is it we want students to learn, why is this important and
relevant, and how can I engage and include my students in the learning?

Respondents viewed theory not as an abstract, but as a tool to enhance their decision-making,
enrich their lesson planning, and justify their teaching choices. In these reflections, praxis is
visible not just as a method of learning but as a critical stance toward education; one that positions
the teacher as an intentional, responsive practitioner. The integration of theory with practice was
also emphasised. Students were not only drawing on academic sources to justify their teaching
choices, but were using theory to shape, revise, and improve their practical engagement and
planning processes. R13 noted, “By linking theories to practice, I believe we can become
effective teachers who rely on evidence-based pedagogy.” While many course outlines included
references to theory, the way these were embedded within assessment tasks may not have always
been made explicit in their relevance to students. This was revealed in a small number of student
responses, where comments hinted at a disconnect between theoretical expectations and practical
realities: “Theory creates a foundation of understandings to support everyday approaches selected
by the teacher, but it does not replace the practical act of teaching” (R73). Similarly, other
negative responses across the open-ended comments were typically received from students who
indicated it was not their intention teach the Arts in the classroom, and who consequently
perceived the practical arts tasks as irrelevant for their personal situation. With no sense of future
practice to connect to, both the theory and the practice held less relevance.



16 Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 0(0)

Discussion

A model of praxis-focused creative arts assessment in initial teacher education

This research project began with the recognised need to obtain empirical evidence re-
garding the approach to assessment that many arts educators in ITE adopt: praxis-focused
assessment. In doing so, we also wanted to determine critical characteristics of this
approach that might lead to a more robust theorisation of praxis-focused assessment and
its implementation, and ultimately, a model to guide future practice. Synthesising analysis
of both datasets confirmed strong alignment between student experiences and curriculum
design in several key areas. Both revealed that authentic, reflective, and theory-informed
assessment tasks are highly valued by educators, and student data confirmed that the vast
majority of students see these tasks as pedagogically effective. The document analysis
demonstrated that deliberate design goals were embedded in the assessment tasks to
stimulate students in considering their dual identity as both artists and teachers, and
students positively rated and described the impact of these assessments as effective in
bolstering their confidence and professional identity as classroom educators who felt more
equipped to teach the Arts following completion of their course. Both data sets support the
finding that praxis-focused assessment—when it involves arts-based doing, reflecting,
and theorising—is highly effective in preparing students to feel prepared as generalist
classroom teachers to teach the Arts in their future classroom. Course documents
demonstrated strong alignment with real-world teaching contexts, and students reported
that these practical experiences deepened their understanding and confidence.

It has generally been understood that the core of praxis-focused assessment in the Arts
revolves around mandating tasks that require students to engage in the vital interplay
between embodied arts learning experiences and critical reflection through the lens of arts
pedagogy, curriculum and theory (Allen et al., 2014; Burke et al., 2023; Davis, 2018).
However, the findings from this study extend upon this to identify critical characteristics
that, when present, are valuable in fostering a more engaging, meaningful and authentic
experience for learners that develops their sense of confidence and competence to teach
the Arts in the classroom as generalist educators. Based on these findings, we developed a
model for praxis-focused arts assessment, presented in Figure 1: “Critical Characteristics
of Praxis-Focused Assessment in Creative Arts Teacher Education.”

A more detailed summary of this model is provided in Table 8.

We now unpack these critical characteristics, exploring how they were developed
through analysis of the data in concert with reflections on wider research.

Critical characteristics of praxis-focused assessment in creative arts teacher
education

The foundational critical characteristic is learning embedded in a meaningful context that
students readily recognise as valuable to their personal and professional learning (Green
etal., 2018). The study revealed that even well-intentioned learning can be experienced as
perfunctory rather than transformative if viewed as lacking in meaning by the student.
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Figure |. Critical characteristics of praxis-focused assessment in creative arts teacher education.

Equally, it revealed that when students recognise the relevance of the learning for
classroom teaching, they view the assessment as meaningful and beneficial to their
development of competence and confidence. This is particularly important in an era
of GenAl. Seeking opportunities to frame tasks in a manner that foregrounds direct
benefit to the students and presents as relevant to their interests and aspirations
has the capacity to enhance student recognition of its value, through which they
are likely to engage more readily and meaningfully with the task (Quinlan et al.,
2025).

Embodied arts making experiences that promotes both artist and teacher identity was
the next critical characteristic. Course assessments asked students to engage in arts-
making, and importantly, reflect on this through the perspective of both artist and teacher.
As artists, the tasks enabled students to develop their arts confidence and sense of
competence, and empathy for the classroom student experience. This opportunity to learn
by doing supports a significant body of research over time (Cleary, 2024; Cutcher and
Cook, 2016; Ewing, 2010) and was typically considered by students in this study to be
engaging and helpful in illustrating the theory being studied. The very small number of
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Table 8. Critical characteristics of praxis-focused assessment in creative arts teacher education.

Critical characteristic Summary explanation
Meaningful contexts All learning is grounded in authentic, relevant contexts that reflect
real-world classroom practice
Embodied arts making There are two interconnected perspectives that students explore:
experiences
* Engaging tasks I. Artist identity: Students engage in arts making experiences such as
* lllustrative of theory performing, composing and visual creations to experience aesthetic
under study awareness, creativity and personal expression.

2. Teacher identity: Students extend upon arts making experiences as
relevant for classroom contexts, developing awareness of
curriculum, pedagogy and arts theory in action.

Ciritical reflection The reflective process bridges experience, theory and professional
« Relevant to student identity. Students analyse their arts engagements through the lens of
experience curriculum content, pedagogy and arts theory.
Outcome: Classroom-ready When implemented in a manner that honours all characteristics,
teachers of the arts praxis-focused assessment has the capacity to prepare capable and
confident teachers who can plan, model, enact and justify meaningful
arts learning.

negative student comments acknowledged that such experiences can be challenging or
confronting and point to the need for sensitive design and support. Importantly, as praxis-
focused tasks, students were required to build upon their embodied arts making expe-
riences to develop their pedagogical content knowledge via application tasks such as
planning and/or teaching lessons. Requirements to justify their pedagogical decisions
using curriculum language were then recognised by the students as meaningful and
authentic practices. As such, this project helps to strengthen the notion in previous
research that praxis-focused assessment has significant value and represents an effective
pedagogical tool (Burke et al., 2023).

An important consideration was identified regarding expert modelling and teacher
scaffolding, both highlighted by Herrington and Oliver (2000) as valuable characteristics
of authentic learning. Although teacher scaffolding was not explicitly evident across all
course and assessment documents, student comments referred to the value of teacher
support, indicating that they experienced scaffolding as part of their course and as-
sessment learning. Expert modelling, however, was not consistently identified in the
document analysis, and students did not explicitly refer to expert modelling in their own
learning experiences. While students recognised the value of their course learning in
preparing them to model arts processes in future classrooms, they did not describe
modelling as a feature of their own learning. This prompted reflection among the research
team. We recognised that Herrington and Oliver’s framework is not specific to arts
contexts and questioned whether expert modelling is an essential dimension of authentic
arts assessment. Research by Cassotti et al. (2016) suggests that presenting adult learners
with polished examples can lead to copying or fixation, which may inhibit creative



Burke et al. 19

risk-taking. This risk may be heightened in high-stakes assessment contexts, where
students feel pressure to perform well (Daker et al., 2023). A strict focus on modelling and
teacher coaching may therefore unintentionally encourage replication rather than orig-
inality, potentially undermining the creative processes of “invent” and “make” (Dinham,
2023), which value individual expression and creativity. We concluded that while
modelling and teacher scaffolding can be powerful pedagogical tools for embodied arts
learning, their design and delivery must be carefully considered to avoid constraining
students’ creative expression.

Reflection as a critical driver of learning was foregrounded in both the document
analysis and student survey responses. Most courses required reflective writing or re-
sponses, and students consistently described these tasks as fostering deeper awareness of
their own pedagogical identities, creative processes, and classroom practices. This
alignment suggests a strong understanding among educators and learners that reflection is
not an add-on, but an integral part of becoming a thoughtful, adaptive Arts teacher. Both
sources confirmed that students were expected—and in many cases successfully
supported—to make connections between practical Arts work, curriculum expectations,
and educational theory. Curriculum documents included explicit learning outcomes
linking assessment to pedagogy and theory, and students commented frequently on how
theory helped them understand their teaching decisions more clearly and confidently.

Further, although course documents required theoretical engagement, the degree to
which this was deeply embedded varied. Students’ reflections showed a wide range: some
described rich, meaningful integration of theory and practice, while others commented on
theory feeling “tacked on” or disconnected from their creative work. This variability
suggests that while theory-practice integration is intended, its depth and coherence may
depend on individual instructors or institutional approaches.

However, the synthesis of the data highlighted aspects for further consideration
regarding this in some of the participating academics’ approaches. Not all documents
clearly articulated how theoretical integration would occur, and this was again evident
through a small number of student comments indicating they felt that theoretical el-
ements were either tokenistic or underdeveloped. Consequently, well scaffolded critical
reflection must explicitly integrate theory in a manner that allows students to see theory
in action within a meaningful context. These findings align with critical pedagogical
perspectives that view praxis not merely as method but as philosophy. Freire’s (1993)
concept of praxis—reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it—is
evident in how students described their evolving awareness of themselves as creative
agents and future teachers. Moreover, the data supports Eisner’s (2002) assertion that
Arts education contributes uniquely to the development of perception, imagination, and
expressive ability, particularly when learners are given space to reflect on and theorise
their practice.

Conclusion

While practical assessment and the development of artist—teacher identity are established
features of arts education, the innovation of this study lies in its articulation of the Critical
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Characteristics of Praxis-Focused Assessment in Creative Arts Teacher Education
model, which synthesises these elements into a structured, empirically supported
framework. Unlike prior work that explores these concepts in isolation or through
single-institution case studies, this research identifies four critical characteristics:
meaningful context, embodied arts engagement, critical reflection, and theory-practice
integration, across our six institutions, offering a transferable model that responds to
contemporary challenges such as generative Al, online learning, and curriculum
pressures in ITE.

While this research presents a compelling case for the value of praxis-focused as-
sessment and representation of critical characteristics of the approach, several limitations
must be acknowledged. Participation in the student survey was voluntary, potentially
introducing a self-selection bias. Students who chose to participate may have held more
positive or more critical views than their peers who did not participate. Second, the
analysis of course documentation may not fully represent the enacted curriculum—what
happens in tutorials, lectures, or informal learning spaces may differ from what is written
in outlines. Additionally, the analysis was conducted by those who have a vested interest
in the success of our current approach. While the student survey was an integral aspect of
the research to check for bias, it must nevertheless be acknowledged that some possible
critiques of the assessment approaches were overlooked. Finally, the diversity of insti-
tutional contexts means that findings cannot be generalised across all ITE programs, and
the relatively small number of student responses per institution may limit the depth of
institution-specific insights.

This research explores the development of arts assessment tasks; however, it has not
explored the evaluation process and the many complexities around this, which is an
important avenue for future exploration. Additional avenues for future research also
include strategies for eliciting strong creative responses from students. Further un-
derstanding might also be made from longitudinal studies that follow students into their
early teaching years to assess how praxis-focused learning manifests in professional
practice. Additionally, given the rise of GenAl, reconsideration of how critical re-
flection can be meaningfully assessed, and strategies for incorporating Al generated
work into assessment while still demonstrating student understanding should also be
considered.

Overall, though, the study affirms the value of praxis as both a pedagogical tool and a
philosophical orientation for teacher education. Through praxis-focused assessment,
future educators are invited not just to learn about teaching, but to become teachers who
reflect, create, and respond to the world with insight, integrity, and imagination.
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