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0 Introduction

This book is about assessment carmed out by o
teachers themselves in the classroom. After all, ‘ mportant decisions should

who is in a better position to assess the students' foiaet Oy svm,r:'r.!e.rest m , ,
performance than those who interact with students Kathleen M, Bailey (1938)1

an a weekly, or even daily, basis? This kind of
assessrment is known by many overlapping and
at times confusing terms: formative assessment, continuous assessment, authentic assessment,
performance assessment, assessment for learning, ta name but a few, In order 1o provide some clarity,
this intraductory unit will try to make sense of the aften confusing terminaloay that abounds in the
literature on assessment and outline the principles behind this book,

4

1. The changing role of assessment

How students should be assessed is a question that has interested educators and students {as well as their
parents) for decades, As constructivist approaches to education began to gain ground, conventional testing
practices - usually in the form of one-off discrete-paint multiple-choice tests - have come under criticism
isee Shepard, 2000 for overview), At the same time vanious alternatives 1o such tests began to gain
popularity. An increased interest in these alternatives was also underpinned by a growing understanding of
the limitations of traditional testing techniques, particularly the kind of information they gather, Traditional
tests cannot always capture all the areas of a learner's strength. Contrarivase, individuals who are good at
standardized tests often cannot demonstrate their skills or apply their knowledge In the real world.
Specifically in the case of language teaching, we are all too familiar with students who do well an tests
covering grammar, but who then cannot use gramimar carrectly in real-life situations,

Apart from these deficiencies of standardized tests, the shift towards alternative forms of assessment has
also been driven by an increasing realization that assessment is not only a means of establishing whether
learning goals have been reached but slso a learning tool. These two uses of assessment are known,
respectively, as summative and formative. Are they incompatible with each other or can they be
reconciled?

2. Assessment purposes

Ever since Scriven (19673 introduced the terms they have become a staple of literature on assessment but
the way alternative assessment = and 1his book - relates to these is not straightforward, In simplest terms,
summative assessinent is used to judge whether learners have met a certain standard or reached a
learning goal, such as mastering course content, while formative assessment is used to measure where
learners are on the way 10 achieving this standard or goal. In summative assessment, learners are evaluated
at the end of a module, course or a learning programme, The result is a record in the form of a grade or a
score, which is often used far administrative purposes, such as reporting to parents or superiors, awarding
a certificate (e g [ELTS or TOEFL) or deciding if students are ready to mave to a higher level, The focus,
therefare, Is on the product of the past learning,

in contrast, the purpose of formative assessment is to gather ongoing evidence in order to monitor
students’ progress while learning is still in process, Manitaring students’ progress on a regular basis gives
the teacher an insight into particular areas of difficulty and aids the teacher in planning the teaching
process,
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COingoing assessment which takes places during learning is also known as continuous assessment, but o
distinction needs to be drawn here. Summative and formative refer to the purposes of assessment (Le, why
learners are assessed), while continuaus - to how evidence of learning is gathered - in this case, over a
period of time. The result of continuous assessment, however, can be used formatively as well summatively,
as we shall see below.

Formative Summative
in-process = product =
during the instructional process after the instructional priscess
MGNItONNG progress measunng attainment at the end
usually continuous

Formative and summative assessment were later reconceptualized, respectively, a0 Assessment for Learning
{AfL) and Assessment of Learning (Aol) - two further terms you may have come across. The concept of
Assessment for Learning is particularly associated with the work of the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) in the
LK. Although some distinctions can be made (see, for example, Stiggingi, 20021, and at the conscious risk of
oversimplification, we will say that these are essentially the same;

Assessment for Learning — AfL  Assessment of Learning - Aol

Formative Summative

Admittedly "for learning” is an apt term because it

emphasizes the role formative assessment plays in ‘ ‘ ..the term ‘assessment’ refers to

motivating students towards achieving learning goals. all thase activities undertaken by

The excerpt here captures the essence of AfL. teachers, and by their students in assessing
themselves, which provide information to

This implies that formative assessment or AfL 5 not
just provision of frequent in-class quizzes and
assignments, but a powerlul vehicle of directing
teaching and learning activities in order 1o shape
learning. A crucial role in AfL is played by feedback
which shows learners how they can develop their
learning. Feedback becomes formative, 1. it work 1 m the needks,
promotes learning, when learners are given specific Black & William (1968:2)
guidance, which relates to strengths and weaknesses ¥ 4

of their performance, "not clouded by overtones

about ability, competition, and compansan with

others", claim Black & Willam (1598:6),

- be used as feedback to modify the teaching
and learning activities in which they are
engaged. Such assessment becormes
‘formative assessment’ when the evidence

is actually used to adapt the teaching , ,

Assessment fur Learning — AfL Assessment of Learning — Aol
Formative Summative
deccriptive feedback nurmerical grade

In a follow up o Black and Wiliam's foundational publication, a pamphlet published by the ARG (1999} laid
oul the fallowing five principles at the heart of AfL. Note as the work of the ARG mainly concerns younger
[=arners e original document refers to pupils, which | have replaced with students:
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provide effective feedback to students

actively involve students in their own learning

adjust teaching to take account of assessment results

recognise the profound influence the assessment has on student motivation and self-esteem

the need for students to (be able to) assess themselves and understand how to improve

Based on Assessment for fearning: beyond the black box, Assessment Reform Group (1 99G)

As the title of the saries dictates, let us now look at how the ideas discussed
above - the purpase and key principles of classroom-based assessment - can
be turned into action, And why are the activities in this book referred to as
alternative?

 Why are the actvites
~in this book referred
w,‘u-'lhnmatlw?

3. Alternative assessment - tools and techniques

The term ‘alternative’ relates to all non-test forms of assessment, which are evaluated by humans, not
scored by machines. It comprises a variety of tasks and technigues which require learners to generate
knowledge or demonstrate a particular skill rather than choose a correct response 10 a question, These
include: self-assessment, peer assessment, portfolios, projects, performance-based tasks, checklists, etc,
Mote that these also correspond roughly to the units in this ook,

As a matter of fact, any classroom activity can serve as an allernative assessment activity in that it can be
used to gauge learning in real-time, monitor students' progress and help the teacher adjust the next
instructional steps. In addition to informing the teaching process, alternative assessment procedures can
maotivate learners, making them active agents ol the learing pracess and encouraging them to set their
own learning goals,

Because there are so many options available to teachers, not all of them being new or radical techniques
{as the term “alternative’ might imply), some authors have stated that it would probably be more
appropriate to refer to them as alternatives in assessment (Brown & Hudson, 1998).

Alternatives

It s important to stress once again that the terms summative and formative or ‘of learning’ and "for
learning’ discussed abiove pertain ta the purpose of assessment rather than specific instruments employed,
Both can be used to promote learning depending on how the results are used,

Formative Summative

e st ondhey  leaming  portfoles promcts  presetation test
R B A

el
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For example, projects and presentations, although seen as alternative means of assessment can be used

for surnmative purposes as an alternative to a final test (see Unit 5). Likewise, the results of ongoing
classroom assessments can be used summatively, Le. they can be added up to form an overall score/mark

in lieu of a formal test (see, for example, Activity Bd Longitudinal assessment of speaking). The
opposite can also be true. Traditional tests used for summative purposes can also serve a formative function’
if they are used to provide guidance on how students can improve future work or how the teacher can
maodify their teaching. (See Activity 6d — Test wrapper )

It is due to this potential confusion between assessment methads and assessment purposes, some other
‘alternatives’ have been proposed in this century, which we will briefly discuss in the next section,

4. Other ‘alternatives’

It has been argued recently that the formative-summative dichotorny is aver simplified and overly focused
on learning goals, seelng instruction and assessment as two separate, even if complementary, entities,
Other conceptualizations have been put forward.

Advocates of Dynamic Assessment (DA) see the learning and assessrent as inseparable (Poshner, 2007),
Drawing on Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory, specifically on the concept of the Zone of Proximal
Developrent (ZPD) (see section 5), DA involves observation and transfarmation of the learner's abilities
through a dialogic interaction with the teacher, who acts as a mediator. Indeed, in a classroom based on
principles of DA, you, as an observer, would not be able to distinguish an instructional and assessment
activity.

Unhappy with the rale of the learner in the AfL framework, Canadian researcher Larna M, Earl introduced
the concept of Assessment as Learning (2003). The change fram for to as mght seerm superficial, but
the author asserts that by blurring the boundary betwesrn assessment and learning the role of the learner
comes to the fore. The learner is seen not only as 4 contributing party to the process of assessment but an
important ink in the complex interplay between assessment, learning and teaching. Earl stresses the
importance of involving learners in both assessment and learning, and regulation of their own learning

{self-regulation).

A similar suggestion to reframe cur understanding of assessment has come from the propanents of
Learning Oriented Assessment (LOA) (see Carless, 20070, who suggest an even maore integrative and
haolistic view of assessment and learning. Mot only do they reject the formative-summative dichotomy,

they acknowledge the value of all kinds af assessment = whether summative or formative, or formal or
informal = and their contribution to the learming process. Redefining the nature and role of the assessment
from this perspective alst involves recognition that learning s a lifelong process, particularly in the context
of language learning, which s Increasingly important in professional contexts (Jones & Saville, 2016).

As can be seen from this brief cverview, the field of classroom assessment is constantly evolving with a
number of conceptual frameworks, What s worth restating is that learning and assessment are no longer
seen as separate entities. The approaches to assessment discussed in this section blur the boundary
between the two even further by suggesting that when learning and assessment are seen as one and the
same, the outcome is greater than the sum of its parts,

11
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5. Theoretical underpinnings

The paradigm shift from conventional testing to assessment that serves pedagogical purposes is grounded
in several theoretical perspectives. The most obvious link is with constructivist theory or learning',

Although the origins of constructivism can be traced to the American philosopher and education reformer
John Dewey, our modern understanding of the term essentially blends Dewey's insights with the theory of
cognitive developrment proposed by Jean Fiaget and the work of Lev Wygotsky.

As the founder of progressive education in the US, Jlohn Dewey (1855-1952) challenged the traditional
view that teachers should transmit knowledge - often through repetition ar rote memarization (1938),
Dewey advanced the view that students should be encouraged to think for themselves, His view of
education is based on the idea of learning as problem solving rather than receiving knowledge.

With lohn Dewey being considered as its early champlon, the work of Plaget and Wygotksy is considered to
have had the most influence on the rise of constructivism. The Swiss psychalogist lean Plaget (1896 -1980)
believed that in order to understand the nature of knowledge we should loak not only at the end product,
but at how one arrives at knowledge. He rejected the nation that children are passive recipients of
knowledge. According to Piaget, learning is a dynamic process during which learners construct knowledge
based on their existing mental structures schermas). While Piaget’s work concerns mainfy the human
development in the early years, Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), was interested in the
relationship between learning and social interaction. According 1o Vygotsky's sodio-cultural theory (5CT),
cognitive development lies in social interaction which is mediated via cultural and semiotic tools, the most
important of which is language.

Of greatest relevance to the discussion at hand is the construct of the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD), which has drawn much attention from psychologists and educators alike. ZPD s the difference
between what learners can achieve on their own = the dctual level of development = and what they can
achieve through mediation” = the potential level of development.

According to Vygotsky, learning takes places within ZOPR at the point when learners are cognitively prepared
to solve a task but still cannot solve it without guidance, direction or support from a more knowledgeable
other - this later became known as scaffoiding (Wood et al, 1978,

It has to be noted that the teacher should not be regarded as the anly source of scaffolding, Vygotsky's
concept of “More Knowledageable Other” has later been extended 1o include peers, Scaffolding therefore
can come from social interaction with peers, for example a collaborative dialog with a peer can help the
learner in problemssohing (Swaln & Lapkin, 2001), In the context of L2 learning, mediation can also come
in the form of dictionaries, corpus or the use of L1,

When the learner o longer depends on the external envicanment - other hurmans or tools - and can
perform tasks of solve problems independently, the learner is said to be able 1o self-medicate or seff-
regulate. (Vygotksy, 19861,

Taken toaether, the work of Dewey, Piaget and VMygotsky gave rise to constructivism, which rejects the
traditional view of learning in which the teacher is a fount of knowledge and the student is an empty vessel
to e filled, or as psychologist Carl Rogers put it, jug’ and 'mug’. Constructivism highlights the importance
of interaction and views the learner as an active participant in the learning process who constructs

1 The term ‘constructivism’ seders both to learning theory | e, how people learn and epistemalogy, e the nature of knowledge,
Iy Ahiis section wi focus on the latter = constructivist theary of learming

& Howmaer, Lantoll warns that it should net only be understood as e expertovics interaction and reminds us that cuftural
artefacts shoutd be mcluded in mediation,

12
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knowledge, Reflecting this perspective, the learner 1s also an active participant in the assessment process,
not just an object to be measured. Our understanding of the changing role of assessment has also benedited
fram insights of Critical Pedagogy. Founded by Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire (1921-1997), this:
philosophy of education challenges the traditional power structures encouraging students to question
inegualities that exst in society. In traditional testing there is inherent inequality. Learners are powerless -
of even oppressed — subjects and tests are instruments of power “often administered by those in authority
as disciplinary tools” (Shohamy, 2001}

In critical pedagogy, education is seen as a form of empowerment stressing the role of dialogue between
the teacher and students, Rethinking assessment from a critical perspective enables us to shiff the power
from a centralized authority into the hands of teachers and students, who both share responsibility for
assessment and learning through a continuous dialogue (Ross, 2005),

6. Alternative assessment in ELT

It is important to bear in mind that a lot of literature on alternatives in assessment, (ncluding some ground-
breaking research cited above, has been written from the perspective of teaching content subjects.
Tharefore, not all principles of alternative assessmeant can necessarily be taken at face value for language
teaching.

Foreign language teaching is fundamentally different from other disciplines, such as history or biology. It is

not about mastery of content and learning to apply the content = It% about using the language. Language

teachers are responsible for developing the (traditional) four skills - reading, writing, listening and speaking
= and linguistic competencies, such as grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation. It is equally important to teach

= and assess = learners’ sociolinguistic, pragmatic and, often, intercultural competencies,

Many of these competencies cannot be easily caplured by tests, which have traditionally measured the
mastery of formal aspects of language, such as syntax and morphology, and comprehension. The multi-
componential nature of language ability necessitates a skillful use of a variety of teachinglassessment tasks,
which you will find in this book. But before you go on to browse and pick your next assessment activity, |'d
like ta share with you the key principles underlying the implementation of alternative assessment.

@ 1. The alignment of instruction and assessment

Instruction and assessment are closely intertwined: they continuously interact and cannot be separated,
Most learning activities serve as assessment activities and vice versa creating a continuous feedback loop,
The simplest way of integrating the twia s by embedding an assessment component into existing learning
activities or classroom routines. In tuin, assessment results are then used 1o direct future instruction
enabling teachers to make necessary changes and adaptations as required,

@ 2. Student involvement in the assessment process

g Students should not only be active learners but also active assessors of their learming.
‘ Becoming an assessor of their own performance is an essential competence for self-
regulated learning, which ensures educational achievement making students masters of their
learning If & student always relies on a teacher or an assessor to judge their performance they
remnain & passive recipient of the actions of others, which is not compatible with the , ,
netion of life-long leaming (Boud & Falchikoy, 20086).

4
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Active participation in assessment can start with simple self-grading and reflection on a completed task.
From there it can extend to include developing the criteria by which performance is judged, for example
compasing marking rubrics (see Activity Be Patchwork rubrics), analyzing samples of quality work

isee Activity 3b Pair peer assessment) and peer assessment (see Unit 3),

@ 3. Effective feedback feeds forward

Feedback plays a crucial role in the learning-assessment cycle, But in order to be truly formative, feadback
should not only include comments on the learners' performance but also provide guidance a5 to what
learners should do next. As the term ‘feedback’ implies a retrospective revievy, the term Teed fonward’ may
be more apt in capturing its prospective or forward-looking function,

To take an example of a writing task, in addition to correcting errars — directly or indirectly, and perhaps
highlighting examples of appropriately used language (feedback), try to include some suggestions as to
how learners can improve (feedforward). For example, you can suggest thal students use a learner’s
dictionary to look up some commaon collocations of a word to improve their lexical range and richness or
YOu can encourage them to try to use maore sentences with “which’ (i e relative Clauses) in order o nudge
learners towards greater complexity in writing.

It is also important to experiment with different channels of providing feedbackfeedforward. Some learners
respond better to oral feedback. Instead of always providing feedback in writing you can record your
feadback using many audio tools available today.

These are adapted from the three elements of Learning Orented Assessment (see Section 4) as laid out by
David Carless (2006), In addition to these principles taken from the field of general education,
implementing the ideas in this book also involves the following transitions:

from discrete grammar items - using grammar (and vocabulary) to convey meaning

from word meanings - vocabulary use
from teaching skills - teaching language as a basis of skills

From discrete grammar items to using grammar (and vocabulary) to convey meaning

In many language teaching methads of the past century, discrete grammar iterms were presented in a
sequential and additive fashion in the belief that learners would acquire these structures in a linear way,
Some of the relics of these rethods stll survive in language classrooms today,

In reality learners acquire various aspects of farm and use in a haphazard manner at different stages of
L2 acquisition. For example, they can use the irregular past forms correctly in the affirmative sentences

{i saw an interesting documentany), but may make mistakes with this form — past simple - in negative or
interrogative sentences (*We didn't saw it). Alternative assessment, as is understood in this book, would
focus on learners’ ability to use the target forms in meaningful situations, for example, ask your partner
fiva things about their trip. Note that this would also open up the task to other potential forms (nat only
with did you).

14
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Did you have a good time?
Was the weather good? |

!

.-ﬂ-"-_—b

At the same time such assessment/learning activities as Describe pourself Lsing the Present Simple are
unnecessarnily restrictive, They are based on the misguided notion that Iegriherts are not yet able — let alone
willing - to say something about their past background. But even elementary level learners might say | was
borm in a small town without being formally "taught’ the past tense | would urge teachers to minimize
their use of such overtly grammar-based tasks, or, if possible, abandon them altogether,

From word meanings to using vocabulary

The importance of teaching vocabulary has been reappraised in the last 20 years, but for many teachers -
and, sadly many researchers advacating the impartance of explicit vocabulary teaching - vocabulary
teaching remains the teaching of meanings. Research shows that most classroom vocabulary teaching
focuses on teaching meaning and ignores ather aspects of word knowledge such as use, grammatical
patterns, appropriacy. You will find some alternatives in this book (see Unit 6).

From teaching skills to teaching language as a basis of skills

All tao often, large portions of classroom time are devoted to teaching and practising receptive skills,

for exarmnple reading sub-skills such as scanning and skimming, at the expense of teaching language.

Some teachers may argue that with the help of tricks and technigues such as "read the first line of the
paragraph” or “look for keywords” they have helped their students get decent scores on exams, such as
IELTS or TOEIC. Granted, such coping techrigues may help learners ‘hack the test’, but they won't do them
much good in terms of lang-term lanquage development, let alone prepare them for reading and enjoying
reading in real lifel

Quite simply, poor skills are the result of poor language knowledge {Dellar & Walkley, 2016}, namely nat
knowing enough words and how words combine (collocational knowledgel. In listening skills this problem
might be further exacerbated by not recognizing words — or group of words — in connected speech. This
underscores the need for greater focus on bottorn-up linguistic processing, which is said to play a key role
in reading and listening comprehension (Hinkel, 2006). In Unit 7 you will find activities that assess learners’
decoding ckills and use of bottom-up processes in reading and listening,
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7. ‘Embedding’ assessment into lessons

Some teachers may be concerned that integrating the technigues described in the book may take up a lot
of valuable classroom time, Teachers working in the school system might be under additional pressure to
cover a curriculurn and left feeling that alternative assessment would be an unnecessary burden. | this last
section | would like to show that implementing alternative assessment doesn’t have to be damanding on
your time. While some project ideas described in Unit 5 may indeed require an extended period of time:
often spanning a whole course or term of study, most alternative assessments can be easily embedded into
existing lesson plan frameworks,

One of the most enduring, despite much criticism, lesson planning paradigms is PPP (Present Practice
Produce). In its last stage students are given an opportunity to produce the target lainauage through
discussions, role plays and other real-world activities, This stage also grants an opportunity to assess what
learners have mastered and what features of the 1arget language might reguire more work in subsequent
lessans.

The same opportunity is present in the last stage in Jerermy Harmer's (1998) ESA (Engage Study Activate)
model, Actually, the A of the last stage can equally stand for Assess (e, Engage Study Assess), Since ESA is
not a 'straight-arrow’ method — its different elements can be sequenced flexibly — the Activate/Assess stage
can be fallowed by an additional Study stage. This way issues [dentified as a result of assessment in the

A stage can be suitably addressed in the 5 stage forming a cyclical process: E-5 - A—{re) 5 - A,

Assessment doesn't have to wait till the final stage of PPP or ESA; there i room for it earlier on in both
frameworks, The correspanding Practice and Study stages allow for informal assessment, when, for
instance, you can check understanding of a concept, grammar point o lexical iterm (see, for example,
Microstrategies 1d),

The TTT (Test - Teach - Test) is even better suitahle for incorporating alternative assessment. In this
framewark, learners are first asked to complete a task without any support from the teacher in order to test
their knowledge. Their performance and problerns they have encountered informs the next, Teach stage,
wehich is followed by another ‘test’ in ordar 1o measure the learning. The first and last stages — Test — are, in
effect, assessment stages. | find TTT particularly useful with students you don't know well. For example,
once | had to substitute for a colleaoue teaching an elementary (42) class. The only guidance | got was that
they hadn't ‘done the past simple yet' However, by deliberately starting a lesson by asking students about
their last weekend | saw that between themselves they knew many irregular past forms, This informal
assessment conducted at the Beainning of the lesson enabled me to focus on specific areas of difficulty,
such as pronunciation of the -ed forms, rather than teach the past simple from scratch,

Finally, task-based language teaching (TBLT), also known as task-based learning, the post-task phase of
the task cycle IMcCutcheon & Anderson, 2019) s often used for reflection and evaluation. Learners are
often asked lo corpare their Lask performance with a modal text or a similar product produced by a more
competent speaker. This opportunity to compare and notice the gap (see Microstrategies 1a) is a perfect
axarmple of self-assessment in action,
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