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Refining the assessment of NCT 
practitioners
Assessment – that vital part of continuous learning 
– is undergoing revision at NCT. Assessor Kathryn 
Kelly explains why
In order to ensure the quality of NCT’s service to parents, the ongoing 
assessment of NCT practitioners is being re-examined by an NCT cross-
specialism team.  Some practitioners have queried the need for ongoing 
assessment after NCT’s robust training, while others have expressed concern 
that the recent change of name from ‘review’ to ‘assessment’ heralds a move 
to a ‘pass/fail’ culture, without any nurturing element.  This article aims to 
address both these points.

The purpose of assessment 
As the ‘check/study’ element of the PDCA or Deming Cycle,1 assessment 
is a universal improvement methodology aimed at reducing the difference 
between performance and requirements.2

As stated by Gibbs, ‘Assessment frames learning, creates learning activity and 
orients all aspects of learning behaviour.’3  As reflective practitioners we have 
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never finished learning, so despite rigorous training, assessment remains a 
vital part of our continuous development.

NCT’s existing ongoing assessment for antenatal practitioners includes a 
succinct and supportive description of its purpose:4

•  to provide ongoing support for [practitioners]
•  to promote personal and professional development
• to assure quality of NCT classes
• to assess competency to retain your NCT License to Practice
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Reliability and validity
As the practitioner embodies NCT for our clients, NCT assessment concerns 
the face of the organisation.  Having reliable assessment system means that 
NCT consistently delivers a known quality of practitioner. A valid assessment 
therefore produces an organisation and a practitioner fit for purpose.  

The NCT model fits Clegg and Bryan’s characteristics of a ‘new assessment 
culture’ which recognises the provisional nature of assessment5:

• Active participation in authentic, real-life tasks that require the application 
of existing knowledge and skills;

•  Participation in a dialogue and conversation between learners (including tutors);
• Engagement with and development of criteria and self-regulation of one’s 

own work;
• Employment of a range of diverse assessment modes and methods adapted 

from different subject disciplines;
• Opportunity to develop and apply attributes such as reflection, resilience, 

resourcefulness and professional judgement and conduct in relation to 
problems;

• Acceptance of the limitations of judgement and the value of dialogue in 
development new ways of working.
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Stakeholder views of appreciation, quality 
assurance, and development
The parents and babies we work with are among the stakeholders in NCT’s 
ongoing assessment process and parents want a product of known parameters 
and quality. Other stakeholders include practitioners and assessors – who need 
validation, motivation and personal development – and the wider NCT, which 
needs to maintain standards for organisational development, retention of 
quality practitioners, effective marketing and income generation.

Billikopf suggests that ‘encouraging affirmation’ and ’letting workers know 
that you have noticed their efforts’ are crucial to a motivated workforce.6 
Stone and Heen expand this by stating that feedback should include 
appreciation, evaluation and coaching, to meet different human needs. 
However, they also add that ‘often the receiver wants or hears one kind of 
feedback, while the giver actually means another.’7  

In order to ensure that the changes being proposed do not take us down the 
wrong path, the NCT Assessment Team has identified the following values:

Values underpinning Assessment of Practice Project 
NCT recognises practitioners’ efforts and wishes to support them in their 
personal and professional development.  To that end, assessment is a safe, 
respectful and individualised process of listening and communication, 
which trusts the individual practitioner’s desire to uphold NCT values, and 
is undertaken with generosity of spirit and shared wisdom. 
NCT assessors and practitioners recognise that assessment must be 
aligned with organisational objectives and the role of the NCT practitioner.  
They will appreciate the need to protect the public, and will have the 
emotional maturity and moral courage to recognise that the reflective 
process can be discomforting at times. As all NCT practitioners are 
reflective, the process leads with self-assessment.  Part of the assessor’s 
role is to ensure that all stakeholders are represented in that reflection.  

What is being assessed?
To ensure validity the assessment should be constructively aligned with an 
overarching job and person description for the role.8  Within NCT assessment 
has evolved organically, so the project team are tying up loose ends and 
aiming for consistency across specialisms (while continuing to acknowledge 
differences between specialisms), and across assessors. 

Some authors question the appropriateness of using practice observation 
simultaneously for both quality assurance and development, as evaluation 
can ‘drown out’ the appreciation and coaching,7,9  and Peel suggests that 
developmental work should take priority over judgemental.10  Chapman 
emphasises the ‘whole person’,11 and NCT’s system attempts this though 
there is always room to look for improvement.

Adams Equity Theory states that it is comparison with relevant others that 
truly affects satisfaction with our situation,12 however practitioners by now 
will be aware that the link between assessment and pay band is being re-
instituted from October 2015, so that an assessment  which demonstrates a 
quality service is recognised and rewarded.  



Self-assessment and lifelong learning
The NCT practitioner is usually working far from UK Office (UKO), meeting 
clients, developing her skills, and representing NCT, so must constantly 
monitor and develop her own performance.  As a lifelong learner her 
engagement and ‘self-knowledge [are] fundamental to professional 
development.’13,3  

Self-assessment is integral to NCT training, because engagement with 
marking significantly contributes to students’ improvements,14 as illustrated in 
Figure 2.  Students also become more open to external points of view and to 
innovation,13,15 collaborate more productively, and solve problems more easily.7

On qualification reflection becomes the practitioner’s own responsibility, 
supervising herself according to internalised academic and professional 
standards, recognising implicit as well as explicit criteria for action while 
working in isolation.3,16,17  Therefore, the NCT Practitioner is never ‘finished’.

It follows that the action plan arising out of ongoing assessment should 
be an autotelic process whereby the practitioner is more motivated to 
work towards her own goals.18  ‘It is … human nature to prefer to point out 
our own shortcomings rather than having someone else do it’.6  Chapman 
prefers the term ‘learning plan’19 which acknowledges practitioner autonomy 
and the possibility of informed refusal.7  At times the assessor will make 
recommendations, i.e. explore movement to Excellent Practitioner (EP) 
status, or set actions which are required by the needs of other stakeholders, 
i.e. to address shortcomings in practice.
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Hypothetical example 1 
Practitioner A qualified as a BFC three years ago, and has established 
good links within her community with health professionals and Children’s 
Centres.  She is observed facilitating a very good session, and the assessor 
encourages her to consider becoming an EP, and then an assessor in the 
future as there are few assessors in her area.



Hypothetical example 2 
Practitioner B qualified as an NCT postnatal leader 10 years ago, and when 
assessed notes in her reflective piece that she is feeling stale, distanced 
from the immediate post-birth experience, and that she may not be giving 
her best to clients.  Following discussion with the assessor, she agrees that 
a period of mentoring to help her decide where she wants to take her NCT 
career would be helpful.

Hypothetical example 3 
An assessor observes that practitioner C spends most of the two hour 
session with the group sitting in a horseshoe around her, while she either 
imparts information or answers questions.  While her client feedback 
is generally positive, she has not employed active learning or group 
facilitation, and following discussion it is clear that the practitioner doesn’t 
have a strong grasp of learning theory.  The assessor suggests that the 
practitioner reviews her understanding of learning theory, and reviews her 
course plan.  She offers a period of mentoring as support, and recommends 
a repeat assessment in 12 months.  The practitioner decides whether she 
wishes to put in the work and make the requested changes, or prefers to 
draw her NCT career to a close.

It’s easy to make the mistake of thinking that assessment is something that 
happens only once every three years, and is ‘daunting and time-consuming… 
[an] administrative chore and emotionally challenging.’11  However, a 
moment’s consideration will remind us that critical self-reflection is ongoing 
self-assessment, and we know that such reflection is ‘…not a contemplative 
state; rather, ..a challenging process.’20  We could perhaps view the three year 
assessment as summative, and ongoing self-assessment – which includes 
Study Days, contacts with other practitioners, contacts with and feedback 
from clients, holistic continuing professional development, personal 
reflection, and group reflective support – as formative.

Rating scales, grids, and feedback
The rating scales may be used inconsistently by different practitioners 
and assessors, which leads to confusion and distortion21 and the pitfalls 
of focusing on a mark.3,22  During training and when moving to EP status 
criterion referenced grids are used, and so the new assessment tool being 
proposed will include a grid, with guidelines for practitioners and assessors.  It 
is also expected to make reference to the professional attributes introduced 
for students since 2012.  Additional room for self-assessment comments 
will help make the post-observation conversation practitioner-led and 
constructive, encouraging the practitioner to identify what she wants to 
address, providing some challenge where necessary, and supporting her in 
identifying the means or resources to improve her practice continuously.  

The NCT assessment process
The project currently underway to review assessment within NCT practice has 
two parts. The first involves review of the pro-forma assessment tool, with the 
aim of removing unnecessary variation between specialisms (while retaining 



necessary variation), moving from scales to grid and comment, and clarifying 
the tool for all. Assessors began their introduction to the new tool in the 
winter of 2014, and practitioners will begin using it from early 2016. 

The second part of the project will include an examination of the wider 
assessment process.  Current ideas include: exploring the use of video to 
supplement observation; and use of cross-specialism assessment in areas 
where there is a shortage of specialist assessors.

Level 6
The Assessment module is available at Level 6 study through the University 
of Worcester, either as a stand-alone module or as part of the BA (Hons) 
Birth and Beyond Educator course.23  Antenatal teacher Katherine Walker, 
who completed the module in 2014, says that she is ‘enjoying working with 
practitioners to enhance their practice and develop their NCT career. Lucy 
Joyce ’feels confident and secure in the future quality of NCT standards.’  
Practitioners interested in developing their practice are encouraged to find 
out more about the module.

Conclusion 
While this article has focussed on ongoing assessment, many of the points 
raised are relevant throughout NCT assessment – the need for clarity of 
purpose and simplicity of method, the need to promote every learning 
opportunity, and to see assessment as a continual learning process.   
Assessment is a part of our normal work as reflective practitioners, and this 
project will address some weaknesses in the current system. It will also seek 
opportunities for development, and is intended to make the process more 
effective for practitioners and assessors, and more robust for parents, their 
babies, and NCT.
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