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Chapter 1: Becoming Familiar with Assessment Practices

In this first chapter, we introduce assessment principles and strategies that inform the
remainder of the resource package: the discussions of specific aspects of assessment practice
presented in the following chapters, and the classroom examples included at the end of the
package. We begin by discussing the change in focus from summative to formative assessment,
and move from there to present five strategies that can guide the integration of assessment
and learning activities in your classroom.

What is the Difference between Assessment for and
Assessment of Learning?

Traditionally, assessment was seen to be either summative, identifying the result of learning at
the end of a unit or course, or formative, providing learners with ongoing, often informal
feedback throughout the learning process. However, while the two types of assessment might
differ in timing and level of formality, many have argued that the two have often served the
same function, that is, to determine if learning has occurred, providing “snapshots of where the
[learners] have 'got to', rather than where they might be going next" (Torrance, 1993, p. 340).
This type of assessment may have little impact on learning.

Assessment Practices that Promote Learning

What do we know about the assessment practices that best promote learning? In 1989, a
group of U.K researchers came together to explore this question, and to strengthen the link
between assessment practices and research evidence. This group later became known as the
Assessment Reform Group, a loosely connected group of researchers who continued exploring
assessment practices and advocating for reform through the 1990s and into the 2000s. Early in
the group’s history, and in response to research suggesting that some assessment practices had
more impact on learning than others, Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam conducted a review of over
250 quantitative studies of assessment, to identify practices that positively influenced learning
(Black & Wiliam, 1998). They concluded that, while not all assessment practices had a positive
effect on learning, those that did were formative in nature (Black & Wiliam, 1998). This seminal
study introduced a key new understanding of assessment: innovative formative assessment can
improve learning.

Black and Wiliam found that an increased emphasis on what they term assessment for learning
contributes to positive learner achievement in the classroom. The primary purpose of
assessment for learning is to provide feedback that will promote student learning, feedback
that will help learners identify where they are and what they need to do next. This type of



formative assessment is often informal and is integrated into all aspects of the teaching and
learning process; it happens while learning is underway. Evidence is used to diagnose learner
needs, plan next steps in instruction, and provide learners with feedback they can use to
improve their performance. This can be contrasted with assessment of learning, which is the
summative assessment that comes “after learning is supposed to have occurred to determine if
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it did” (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2004, p. 31).

Members of the Assessment Reform Group went on to argue that
all assessment should improve learning; even summative
assessment should include formative elements (Harlen &
Gardner, 2010, p. 19). An end of unit assessment task, for
example, might provide information to be used for summative
purposes (related to whether or not the learner met the criteria
for task success), as well as information used for formative
purposes: to analyze the gap between student learning and
learning intents, to provide action-oriented feedback to learners,
and to adjust ongoing teaching and learning activities.

Assessment for Learning and your Classroom

Your assessment context likely requires both assessment of
learning and assessment for learning. You may be required to
determine whether learners have met the expectations for a
specific CLB benchmark level (assessments of learning), but you
likely also give learners specific feedback that helps them to
improve their language skills (assessment for learning), using
both formal and informal assessments. This resource package

“Traditional approaches
to instruction and
assessment involve
teaching some given
material, and then, at the
end of teaching, working
out who has and hasn’t
learned it — akin to a
quality control approach
in manufacturing. In
contrast, assessment for
learning involves
adjusting teaching while
the learning is still taking
place — a quality
assurance approach.”

(Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, &
Wiliam, 2005, p. 19).

includes examples of instructors using assessment for both purposes, with a focus on

integrating assessment for learning into all assessment.

Can my Classroom Assessments Provide Dependable

Information about Learner Progress?

In classroom-based assessment, assessment is carried out by the instructor, rather than by

outside experts. Instructors tailor assessments to learner needs and goals and to the learning

context; they do not rely on external, standardized tests. This classroom-based nature of

assessment has led to lively discussion of the dependability of the information gained from

assessments — after all, assessment information is only useful if it provides a reasonably

accurate picture of where learners stand in comparison to learning intents.

Questions of accuracy have traditionally been framed in terms of validity, how well what is

assessed corresponds with the learning outcomes being assessed, and reliability, the

consistency of the results of assessment, if repeated.
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Reconciling Validity and Reliability when Using Classroom-based Assessment

In many learning environments, the goals of validity and reliability compete. When reliability
increases, it is frequently at the expense of validity, and when validity increases, reliability
decreases. This inverse relationship is a factor in language classrooms adopting classroom-
based assessment. In these classrooms, learning activities are tailored to the context, defined
both by language standards frameworks like the CLB and by learner-identified needs. This
context-dependent planning process strengthens assessment validity. Assessment activities
and tools are similarly tailored, and as a result, can vary substantially from one classroom to
another — again strengthening validity, but presenting challenges for traditional conceptions of
reliability.

Additionally, in this sort of classroom-based assessment, skills and competencies are often
revisited: they are practised and assessed in a variety of social situations and contexts. While
this sort of layered and ongoing assessment is consistent with conceptions of validity, it does
not fit well with traditional conceptions of reliable, replicable assessment.

Is reliability, then, achievable in the dynamic learning

environments often seen in language classrooms? Assessment Assessment procedures

should include explicit

reformers would argue that acceptable reliability is possible, if
processes to ensure that

we are willing to understand reliability to be established by information is valid and is
frequent formal and informal assessment. In your classroom- as reliable as necessary
based assessments, therefore, reliability can be supported by forits purpose.”
gathering assessment information about learner performance (Harlen, 2010, p. 19)

frequently, over time. In doing so, you build a large body of

information about learners which over time facilitates

dependable judgements about the learning that has or has not occurred in your classroom
(Harlen, 2010; Black, Harrison, Hodgen, Marshall, & Serret, 2010, and 2011).

Treating Assessment as Approximation

In addition to these discussions of reliability, assessment reformers have questioned notions of
assessment accuracy, challenging us to acknowledge that all assessment is approximate. Even
the best assessment practices, they argue, can only provide a partial picture of a learner’s
capability (Harlen, 2010, pp. 38-39). There are a number of reasons for this:

Assessment Day Conditions: On the day of an assessment, learners may perform
better or worse than they might if given the same assessment another day; stress,
fatigue, or a multitude of other influences can influence performance. Additionally,
assessments are by necessity constrained by time and resources, and can only assess a
sampling of learner performances.
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The Nature of Language: In language classrooms, assessment is additionally
complicated by the nature of language itself, which is much more than just a tool for
communication. Language shapes how we look at the world, and how we interpret our
experience. Language is who we are; it is what makes our experience accessible to us.
Language use varies in response to intricate contextual factors related to personality,
situation, and relationship. As a result, learning a language is an extremely complex,
non-linear process, one that is not easily measured or quantified.

The CLB framework addresses competencies in four general areas (Interacting with
Others, Following and Giving Instructions, Getting Things Done, and Sharing
Information). These are competencies used in many different contexts, and directly
observable. They are, however, only a sampling of a person’s ability at a particular
benchmark level, the “tip of the iceberg” (Pawlikowska-Smith, 2000, p. 25). Indeed,
some aspects of a learner’s language ability may not be described by the CLB
framework, and thus may not be captured in assessment tasks.

Instructor Interpretation: Assessments of communicative language ability rely on
interpretation, both of the CLB framework and of a learner’s performance. Instructors
use professional judgement to determine whether a learner’s performance fits within a
defined band of proficiency. There is bound to be a degree of variability.

Setting Conditions for Dependability

Despite these complexities, research suggests that your classroom-based assessment
judgements can be dependable, when certain conditions are met (Harlen, 2004; Black et al.,
2010, 2011). Two innovative studies by assessment reformers shaped this understanding: a
review of 30 studies by Harlen (2004), and the KOSAP study, a longitudinal study with teacher
educators / researchers (Black et al., 2010, 2011).

Both studies found that dependability increases when instructors work together to interpret
assessment criteria. Both demonstrated the value of instructors getting together in moderation
sessions (sometimes referred to as calibration sessions) to look at learner work together,
developing a shared understanding of learning goals and related assessment criteria.

The studies also found that assessment judgements are made more dependable when
instructors engage in the development of tasks, again fostering a deep understanding of
learning goals and assessment criteria. In the Harlen study, teachers developed this
understanding through the building of assessment tasks (2004, p. 267). In the KOSAP study, this
understanding was fostered through the careful implementation of tasks, including introducing
tasks and criteria to the class, choosing the degree of scaffolding, and implementing peer
assessment (Black et al., 2010, 2011).
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How can I Apply Assessment for Learning Principles in my
Classroom?

While assessment reformers have made a compelling case for a close link between assessment
for learning practices and improved learning, establishing these practices in the classroom
requires a thoughtful, deliberate approach.

Five Assessment for Learning Strategies

Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, and Wiliam (2005) have identified five assessment for learning
strategies which have been shown to lead to significant improvement in learning in a range of
classrooms and learning contexts (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshal, & Wiliam, 2003; Wiliam 2007).

STRATEGY 1: CLARIFY LEARNING INTENTS AND CRITERIA FOR SUCCESS

Research suggests that learning is enhanced when the intentions

or goals of learning and the assessment criteria are transparent “Low achievement is often
to learners (Black & Wiliam, 1998, Leahy et al., 2005). In the result of students

failing to understand what

assessment for learning, instructors use information from a . ”
teachers require of them.

variety of sources to clarify learning intents. In programs that use
L. . X (Harlen, 2010, p. 19)
the CLB this information includes

1. program goals, determined by program context;
the CLB framework;

3. learner-identified needs, gathered from initial input and discussions with learners
and from ongoing learner feedback during the learning and assessment process;

4. assessment information gathered from classroom-based assessments integrated
throughout the learning process.

To facilitate learning, instructors share these learning intents with learners, along with criteria
for success, and take specific steps to ensure that learners understand them in the context of
their own learning, steps that go beyond simply posting the learning objective at the beginning
of a task (Leahy et al., 2005).

STRATEGY 2: INCORPORATE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES THAT ELICIT EVIDENCE OF LEARNING

We also know that learning is enhanced when instructors include classroom activities that
provide opportunities to engage individual learners, rather than opportunities to simply collect
right and wrong answers. When assessing for learning, instructors listen interpretively, looking
to understand what students do and do not know, and then use this understanding to adjust
instruction (Leahy et al., 2005).

The authors suggest that instructors use strategies that encourage learner engagement, to
elicit responses to questions from all learners, not only from those eager to offer a response.
Instructors might use tools like learning journals or small group or pair response strategies to
elicit evidence of learning from as many learners as is reasonably possible.
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STRATEGY 3: PROVIDE ACTION-ORIENTED FEEDBACK THAT MOVES LEARNERS FORWARD
Research clearly shows that learning is enhanced when feedback,

linked to criteria, is action-oriented and articulates the steps a “Feedback to any pupil
should be about the
particular qualities of his

learner needs to take to improve (Leahy et al., 2005). In

assessment for learning, instructors increase the amount of ) :
or her work, with advice

on what he or she can do
amount of evaluative feedback. In fact, instructors to improve....”

descriptive feedback they are giving to learners, and limit the

experimenting with comment-based feedback on tasks and (Harlen, 2010, p. 19)
assignments report a positive impact on learning (Leahy et al.,

2005). While grades might motivate the most capable learners,

they tend to discourage weaker students. Research also suggests that when grades are
removed from an assessment, learners more readily focus on comments that can help them
improve their work (Black & Wiliam, 1998).

Not all descriptive feedback is helpful, however. General comments like “good work” provide
learners with no information on where their work sits in terms of goals, or how they might
move forward. In assessment for learning, instructors try to provide feedback that is accurate,
specific, and focused on how to build for success. Feedback includes three steps, originally
suggested by Sadler (1989) and adopted by the Assessment Reform Group, and now widely
used in assessment for learning resources:

1. recognition of the desired goal,
2. evidence of the present position, and
3. knowledge about how to close the gap between the two.

STRATEGY 4: ACTIVATE LEARNERS TO BECOME INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES FOR ONE
ANOTHER
Research suggests that learning is enhanced when learners

support one another, including peer assessment (Leahy et al., “Developing assessment
2005). Assessment for learning practices recognize that learners for learning in one’s
classroom involves

are often better able to notice things in their classmates’ work . o
altering the implicit

than in their own work. As learners use criteria and well- contract between teacher
constructed assessment tools to review the work of classmates, and students by creating
they will strengthen their own understandings of the criteria shared responsibility for

1 / H .II
underlying the task and tool. earning

(Harlen, 2010, p. 19)
STRATEGY 5: ACTIVATE LEARNERS TO BECOME OWNERS OF
THEIR OWN LEARNING
Research also suggests that language learning is enhanced when learners use agreed-upon
criteria to reflect on and assess their own learning (Leahy et al., 2005). In assessment for
learning, instructors help learners to develop self-assessment skills; they also build
opportunities for learner self-reflection into learning activities.
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These five strategies guide the remainder of this resource package. As you read, you will see
them interpreted in more detail in the chapters on specific assessment practices, and applied in
the classroom examples.

Assessment and the CLB

In programs where the CLB are applied, the four guiding principles of the CLB (CLB 2012, IX)
also have implications for assessment. The four principles are summarized below, with the
related implications for assessment.

Assessment and the CLB

CLB Guiding Principles Implications for Planning for

(CCLB, 2012, p. IX) Assessment

The CLB are Competency-Based
= The competency statements refer to what a learner “can | ® Assessment tasks are aligned to the CLB
do” in English. competencies and embed the five components
= The model of communicative language ability that of communicative language ability.
underpins the CLB comprises five components:
grammatical knowledge, textual knowledge, functional
knowledge, sociolinguistic knowledge, and strategic
competence.

The CLB are Learner-Centred
= Competencies should be embedded in tasks and contexts | = Learners should be involved in needs

that are purposeful and relevant to the learner. assessment and goal-setting activities that
inform classroom planning.

The CLB are Task-Based

= The notion of the language task —a communicative “real | = Assessment should be task based and
world” instance of language use to accomplish a specific demonstrate learners’ abilities, that is, how
purpose in a particular context — is central to the CLB. successfully they accomplish communicative

language tasks in particular contexts.

The CLB Stress Community, Study and Work-Related Tasks

= CLB competencies do not specify context. Tasks are = lLanguage assessment should reflect the
carried out in specific contexts. contexts that are relevant and meaningful to
learners within community, work, and study
settings.

How does Assessment Fit into the Big Picture of Teaching and
Learning?

Assessment tasks do not exist in isolation, but fit with other learning and assessment tasks in a
complex learning and assessment cycle, from planning, through application of assessment
strategies, to further planning. You might find the model below a useful planning tool. In the
ESL classroom examples at the end of this resource package, this model guides the components
of the assessment process as they are worked out in practice.
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