Key terms – ‘assessment’ and ‘testing’


'Assessment' and 'testing' are sometimes used interchangeably, but they are not necessarily the same thing. We will start this section by exploring the concept of assessment.

Assessment
'Assessment refers to the general process and monitoring or keeping track of the learners' progress' (Hedge, 2000, p.376).

It does so through the identification, gathering, and interpreting of information about students' learning; and as such, it is a broader concept than testing, which is just one kind of assessment.

The information gathered through assessment can be used in various ways. For example, the teacher will use it to inform and modify their teaching and the feedback they provide to the learner. Educational management will be more interested in using it to evaluate the quality of the services provided by their institution and how the students' results compare against regional and national standards.

See each of the following to learn how assessment relates to the learning and teaching cycle (McIntyre et al., n.d.) and provides answers to four crucial questions.

Where are my students now?

Assessment provides information about what students already know and understand or what they can do.

What do I want my students to learn?

Consider whether your students need to meet formal standards, objectives, or performance measures. Alternatively, they may be learning for a particular purpose or context, for example an English for specific purposes (ESP) class, such as 'business English'. Or maybe they are learning in the community (ESL) and will need functional English for going to the doctor or the supermarket. Being clear about what your students need to know will help you to facilitate their learning journey.

How will my students get there?

Consider what teaching strategies, classroom organisation, learning environment, and learning activities will be used to help student reach their goals.

How do I know when my students get there?

Knowing the assessment is vital. You need to know if your students will be measured by conventional assessment in the form of exams or alternative methods.
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This journal article (available from your online reading list) discusses the importance of assessment and how – when well-structured – it can allow teachers to better structure their practice.

'Teachers' Guide to Assessment ' (available on your online reading list). Although this article was designed with the Australian curriculum in mind, pages 9–12 give a comprehensive outline of many different types of assessments, with examples.

Testing
As we have considered assessment in some detail, it is now important to think about testing, which is usually associated with measuring student achievement and, as such, is part of assessment. Testing encompasses the specific procedures used by educators to measure and demonstrate learners' language ability. Due to the focus on the gaps in learners' knowledge, testing can – as well as being vital for mapping out prospective learning/professional careers – evoke feelings of failure and low self-esteem (Hedge, 2000).

However, when well-designed, tests provide an opportunity for learners to demonstrate how much of the language they know and how well they can use it in communicative situations. Tests can often have a positive 'washback effect', encouraging comprehensive learning that prepares students for a wide range of communicative contexts. We shall discuss these issues in more detail later in the unit.
Formative versus summative assessment


As indicated in the previous section, assessment in an educational setting may take place in many shapes and forms, such as:

formal and informal observation and discussion with students
formal assessment tasks
formative monitoring and adjustment of teaching
summative assessment at key points
comparing evidence of achievement with other students
comparing evidence of achievement against syllabus standards
At this point, it is worth considering in more detail what formative and summative assessment means.

Table 9.1: Formative and summative assessment

Formative assessment
Summative assessment
A pedagogically motivated assessment, its main purpose is to gather information about learners’ progress in order to inform further teaching and learning.
Its main purpose is to measure students’ achievement.
It is prepared and carried out by the class teacher as a routine part of teaching and learning.
It is not necessarily prepared or carried out by the class teacher.
It is specifically related to what has been taught (i.e., content is in harmony with what has been taught).
It does not necessarily relate immediately to what has been taught.
The information from assessment is used diagnostically. It is focused on the individual learner’s specific strengths, weaknesses, needs, etc.
The judgement about a learner’s performance is likely to feed into record-keeping and be used for administrative purposes (e.g., checking standards and targets and comparing the results against regional and national benchmarks).

It is either part of the administrative requirements of the institution or frequently externally imposed (e.g., by the Ministry of Education). It is part of the curriculum that subjects are assessed.
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Research shows that formative assessment is desirable because it results in learning. Having investigated a number of assessment practices, Black and William (1998; cited in Chappuis, 2009) suggest the following classroom procedures to ensure formative uses of assessment:

reflective, thoughtful, and focused dialogue between teachers and learners in which learners have space and time to think about their understanding and express their ideas
feedback focused on particular qualities of the learner's work, with advice about what needs to be done to facilitate improvement (without comparison with other students)
feedback including advice on how to improve, with conditions created for the learner to work on the improvement
feedback to be provided in a language that is clear and understandable for the learner
learners need to be trained in self-assessment and peer-assessment so that they have (1) a full understanding of what they are learning and why and (2) an idea of what needs to be done to bridge the gap
'Assessment OF learning' vs 'assessment FOR learning'
There is another way of categorising assessment practices: assessment for learning and assessment of learning.

Assessment for learning is the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers, revealing where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go, and how best to get there (Assessment Reform Group, 2002 ; cited in Wiliam, 2011). The evidence is used to decide what instruction measures are likely to be better (Wiliam, 2011).

You might argue that this overlaps with the grouping in Table 9.1. While summative assessment is often equated with assessment of learning, it must be remembered that summative data (such as that provided by assessment of learning) can be used formatively to shape a student's future learning. In this way, it will serve the purposes of assessment for learning (Carless, 2011 ).
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Case study: summative assessment

For example, a team of English teachers from the same school organises regular meetings to discuss their professional development needs. While looking at their students' scores on national tests, they notice that, although the scores are generally comparable to national benchmarks, their students score less on sections of the test involving reading skills. The teachers decide to pay more attention to reading skills and make them the focus of their professional development programme. Two years later, they find that their students are scoring well on reading in the national tests, which takes their scores well above the national benchmarks (Wiliam, 2011).
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