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ABSTRACT

This article presents an outline of some key concepts in the field. of assi.'ss-

nt. It also sketches the relationship between assessment.and instruc ion
o h implications of designing assessment tasks effectively. The prin-
a'miets znld Eteps in creating these tasks are also addressed as well as the
cip

hallenges foreign language teachers will have to face in the near future
C -
regarding assessment practices.
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RESUMEN

Este articulo presenta un de algunos conceptos claves en ¢] campq
evaluacién. Asi mismo se esboza la relacién entre la evaluacin y 1, o
truccién y las implicaciones de disefiar actividades evaluatjyyg efecti:r"
Los principios y los pasos necesarios para al creacién de estag actividaq ;
evaluativas también se incluyen en el documento, asi como Jog retos qu:
enfrentardn los docentes en un futuro cercano dadas las nuevag tendencigg
en evaluacion.
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Sometimes teachers seem to forget that teaching is not the center of oyr
professional practice. It is evident that the amount of teaching carried out
in classes does not equal the amount of learning taking place (as shown
by the divergence in the learners’ proficiency inside one same group). Itis
important then, that foreign language teachers rethink their role in the tea-
ching and learning processes and, most importantly, that they understand
the multidimensionality of foreign language learning.

One of the aspects that foreign language (FL) educators need to readdress
is the role of assessment in learning. Judging from what can be observed
in foreign language classrooms one might say that assessment is seen by
educators as a disconnected activity which bears no clear relationship of
influence on learning; an event that takes place every once in a while and
is as tedious for teachers as it is for students, and which is immedi“[el.y
forgotten after it has passed. In fact, some students may even say ‘_h‘“ a's:
Sessment is a frightening experience they want to put out of their mind ﬂl“'
minute they step out of the classroom., Assessment seems to fulfill the Q“ ))
gul::r;:e’;‘)tii%e:]i-n% S0me scores to be shown to administrators at the e:dtljc

- 7 hisconception needs to be clarified in order to enhant



conditions for second/foreign language (1.2) learning and, at the same time,
to actually notice the value of assessment in language learning.

The goal of this paper is to provide an overview of some key concepts
in assessment, discuss the purposes of assessment and the principles and
stages teachers need to consider in order to turn assessment into a carefully
planned, useful and successful event in their professional practice.

Let us begin by explaining three key terms in the field of assessment
that seem to be used interchangeably by teachers (maybe due to the fact
that they are translated into Spanish as “evaluaci6én™) and which, at times,
seemed to mean the same. These three terms are evaluation, assessment
and testing. If teachers are aware of the differences that lay beneath each
concept. they will be able to better plan and carry out assessment inside
their courses.

Evaluation, according to Nunan (1999) can be defined as the collecting
of information about aspects of the curriculum which include learners, tea-
chers and materials, and the posterior interpretation of that data with the
purpose of making decisions. These decisions could be opening or closing
a program, hiring teachers - or firing teachers who do not comply with the
standards set by the institution- or certifying a program. Since the eva-
luation is related to an institution or program, it is usually carried out by
external agents who can belong to the government or to private accredita-
tion agencies among others. Evaluation takes time since a wide array of
elements needs to be taken into account and it can be carried out in weeks,
months or even years.

Geneseej (2001) suggests that one important purpose of evaluation is ac-

icr?‘::tia‘g'“ly (e.g. the proces.s of Acred.itaci(’)n Previa or Registro Calificado

they havir 22}‘]1?(@ programs'm Colombia, wher; programs must‘demonstratz

Conceives g1 lfc(:)vedba certain set of standards in or.der to remain olpt.?n) ";1“

Since ¢ e mli(r: asic components of evaluation in a cyclical relationship
r-related and permanent:
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t, on the other hand, is for Browr} (2004), an ongolgfsz r:fl:s
‘.A‘S?essmenl’ room. He suggests that every time a student answh o
ltlils:ldentlt;;:sazscomrr.lent or tries out a new word 0,r a pattema;c: Brown
subéonsciously makes an assessment of.the §tude.nt S perfozr:sl;es what g06S
adds that it is a subcomponent of evaluation smc.e 1t encomp o designs
on inside the classroom. Here the main agent is the 'teaCher’tin 1 forma
and applies tasks with the purpose of collecting and interpre egsult of the
tion, this time about what learners can and cannot do as the r : . Gen
instructional process that has occurred over a certain period of f‘ rogres
esee (2001) explains that “Assessment of an individual student’s P

to
: . . - . it i that par
or achievement is an ‘mportant component of evaluation: it is ¢
evaluation that includes the col

. . jon abou
lection and analysis of informati
student learning” (p. 145),

ific stef’
inally testing, as Hedge (2000) suggests, covers the specill



tha.t educators or examiners use to measure ability in the language (e.g., a
written test on grammar, an oral exam, or a journal to assess writing).

For Brown (2004) tests belong to the wider category of assessment which
in turn, makes part of the teaching process, as it is evidenced by the fol-
lowing graphic:

ASSESSMENT

TEACHING

He adds that testing refers to the instruments used by teachers in order to
455¢ss learners within a particular domain, in this case, language proficien-
icge?l?.(}.deﬁne_s tests as: “...prepared administrative procedures that occur at
offerlp?:lie times in a curriculum when learners muster all thc?lr faculties to
and eVaIUagzrf(&m:)"Ce, knowing that their responses are being measured
:tsiedf‘la?cr:ilzons Provide some insight so that foreign language teachers

S On what they are doing in their classrooms and if those



p initi ated-

es, assessment is something carried out just to “prove” t.ha.t s e‘rncs;dc,:c
aliy teaching and that we have some results to show. It is importay lhcu.
to establish some academically supported purposes for assessing, Hor i,
some reasons for assessing a}nd although not all Qf them are cthica], infor.
mal talks carried out with different groups of with students point

consistently.
. To identify how far or how close learners are from the gog]s estah.

lished at the beginning of the course, which should be present in the syl-
labus of the course

To obtain grades, scores, percentages or other type of informatio

that can be shown to administrators and parents for accountability pur
poses

To control discipline problems

To exert pressure on students exhibiting power and using grades as
a tool for obtaining something from them

. To detect progress in the use of the materials selected for the

course

. To place learners in appropriate institutional levels _

. To measure ongoing progress and measure program effectivenes>

’N 0 To qualify them to enroll in academic or job training program
eedle

0-
ss to' say, FL teachers, and every teacher for that matter, shod
cus on framing their practice exc

/10
provide their learners y; tusively on a(.:ademic P urpos%s.tﬂolbz?l;lso
0 aV0id asspce rs with assessment that displays face yah 1 Yv'

R ‘sclzssmcnt being perceived ag a process with ethical ﬂa“s.'anint‘-
applying Zi‘:lf (:;f:hr‘)]f lhe academic purpose teachers have Wh?‘l iies:: -
Strations or org| cxarﬁq“t;sc‘ssmcfnt 'tas!(s such as tests, portf.o l::;i'n hik
designing these tasks, T, set of principles needs to be kept 1l '\ g
ing, organization . CS€ principles have to do with time, e‘ o 10

N, content, perceptions on the part of students an

Burt and Keenan (1995) put forward these additional reasons:



lationship between assessment
each one of them, one might

creating a test do you conside
to think if your students wil]
able? Do you believe th
when applied to a differ:
include in the test activi

and instruction. Before ex

ask teachers these questions: When you are
r ime restrictions? Length of it? Do you stop
perceive the test as usefi ul, organized and relj-
at the tests you create might yield similar results
ent group of learners of the same level? Would you

ties which are similar to those carried out in class?
Do you have a clear idea of how to score the test in a fair way before start-

ing the first draft? Do you provide your students with clear directions and
assessment criteria before hand? These questions will hopefully make you
muse about the unconscious process that you as a teacher go through while
creating an assessment task . | .
Brown (2004) presents a comprehensive and detailed exp]an.atnon of the
principles that teachers should follow whenever they are facmg the task
of assessing a group of learners and which address the questions posed
before. . o
The first principle Brown describes is that of practicality. Althopgh
it is not defined per se, practicality refers to the cost of ttl:e :fest, ttl;i ;ln:z
i i inistering i tudents and also to the time
invested in administering 1t to your s : ;
i or students are no
i i too expensive for teachers or .
grade it. Tests which are e o oyt popdes
I if five-page test and you hav
practical. (e.g., if you create a ] ! N
for a group of 45 students). Naturally, the tests being dlé%lésegélEFL ©
those created by teachers, not proficiency tes.ts s.uch as - i)e red
FCE, whose prices are predictably high. Practicality may at ;e be related o
the easiness with which learners can answer it considering y
directions given . ;
‘ ' inci lex one is that 0
~ The second principle and maybe t.he m.ost cofmtpg it
reliability, Brown (2004) claims that a test is reliable 1 it i S i
dependable”, What does this mean for teachers? Consns_ten;.);f‘rem e
Should the test be applied to the same group of students 1n lot:tained el
?-lofls‘.lhe test should yield results which are similar to t‘ho§lel s
"ot time the test wag applied. How dependable a test 1s W1

plaining in detail



ber of factors external to the assessment task itself. Brown cat
num

these factors as student- -
tion reliability and test reliability.
Student-related reliability refers to .those external elem.ents t.hat can
a student’s performance, thus making th-e results' obtained in the e
reliable. Among these elements we can include tiredness, anxiety Caused
by the test, being sick or the strategies us.ed by the lear.ner (.luring the tegt
(e.g., some students tend not to read the directions provided in the tegt and
this affects their final score).
Rater-reliability is concerned with the elements that make teachers become
less objective while grading an assessment task either by themselves or
when they have to grade tests together. Some of the factors that can affect
teachers’ objectivity are: fatigue, preferring certain students who are per-
ceived as “good”, lack of experience in creating and applying tests or a lack
of clear scoring criteria. .
Test administration reliability relates to the conditions in which a test oc-
curs which can affect the students’ performance and ultimately, their score.
Itis true that sometimes teachers have little power to provide or improve the
conditions for taking a test, but in general terms the room should be well
lit, ngise should be reduced, the test should be legible and always typed,
gnd, if necessary, windows should be open to provide good ventilation. To
Improve test reliability teachers should not give learners exams which are
:)(;Oslglf;i f‘fz; tl[l:l allotted time since some items will very likely be I{CgIGCted
- 1180, tests with ambiguous items or directions or with mor

than one possible correct answer can and possible will affect the reliability
of the score obtained,

. s 8 _— egorlZes
related reliability, rater reliability, tegt admipjs

tra-

affect
St not

o cr::gn‘h"d principle that te'achers and examiners should Cons‘df:
lund (1998 ghandas§essn3ent task is that of validity. Brown quotes foom
assessment resu(;t <’3fmcs  as f‘the extent to which inferences made fr:)he
PUTPOSE of the aq:;r = Appropriate, meaningful, and useful in terms gou
measure whag iy j SSment” (p. 22). In other words, if a test is valid It 5"

i Intended to measure in the first place. For instance: !



purpose of a test is to assess vocabulary and the teacher creates an assess-
ment task focused on grammar, the validity of this instrument is obviously
lost. As with reliability there are different categories that can be related to
the fulfillment of this principle. Brindley (2001) suggests that first of all, a
test is valid if it models the topics or matters about which teachers expect to
draw conclusions, and if it entails performing the measured behavior on the
part of learners. Another piece of evidence that reveals the validity of a test
is to determine if the criterion has been attained, which means that learners
could be assessed externally and they would consistently exhibit a certain
behavior (e.g., pronouncing correctly some sounds, conjugating some verbs
accurately). A final consideration is whether the test is perceived by the
examinees as relevant, just, and useful for enhancing learning, that is, if
the test has face validity. Face validity is present in an assessment task if
the format is organized and displays tasks previously carried out, if it is
feasible to complete it within reasonable time limits and if tasks are related
to the course materials and topics.

Authenticity is next on the list of principles and it may be difficult
to define and to achieve given the fact that teachers in Pasto are immersed
in an EFL setting where classes tend to be short, decontextualized from
real-life needs and conducted mostly in Spanish. If teachers want to bring
authenticity in their assessment, tasks have to be closely related to what
learners might be expected to do in a real-life situation. This is easier said
than done since teachers might create a task considering what they think
l‘jijcr:gﬁa\:nll halve‘ Lo say or do in a context where the L2 is spoken or using
R it id);:xiz l::)l\r/z:y from the textbook. In both cases authenticity is lost.

y on a colleague who can proof-read your draft and

give you s insights i
- iyf : OTC insights on whether or not the language of the test is natural
ftrr:\s ;rc contextualized and feasible.
¢ hinal principle ¢ i
o reia mm[:)fncmlc and, dare we say, the most neglected on the part

o ashback. Washback is simply the effect a test has on
C()l(; m:)t;t'.mly‘on learning. An example of washback can be
4. After the first ECAES were administered some

instrucliun and
the ECAES in



ns started special courses whose purpose was not to enhane
Progl:‘:l‘t t‘o teach for the test so that the next generation of test take
;:;giler scores. This illustration shows the effect of a test (ECAES)
ing and learning (the crcatnon' of addltlonal.courses). .Certamly
is not negative and it can provide teachers w1tl? useful informatj,
are the learners’ strengths and weakl1c?s§es; SINCE assessment s
ing process, instruction should be modified halfway Lo address difficultie
and cet students back on track. Washback can also inform teachers apgy,
(he effectiveness of certain assessment tasks and directions, and it cap also
serve as a guide for learners, some sort of self-assessment which wij| help
them identify their own strong and weak areas in a course. Washback can
be provided right after handing the tests back to students. Afterward. the
teacher can comment on the test, give learners the right answers or help
them recognize what they did right or wrong.

All these conceptualizations and definitions of terms are not useful
unless teachers put them to good use and the only way of doing this is by
creating assessment tasks that entail all these ideas. Theory is only valu-
able when it informs the professional practice of teachers and practice is
made more efficient through the knowledge of theory. However, designing
assessment tasks, and more specifically tests, may be a daunting experi-

ence for novice teachers who discover on a Sunday night that the test they

created for Monday morning has 36 items of the same type and making the

":ﬁf?sof;'; lc:)uzs?igils S;::l)r:rgf St.O is even more difficult tban.com.ing up “:‘:

1S iImportant o kec;P in m(i:rd0 IaV01d t his. type of practlcallF y nlghtlTmn'LIIV

every activity of teachine dn et assessment needs planning, as e
steps that can bhe used [nl: 'Oe.s, Brown (2001, 2004) suggests a checklist¢
The firn ll;in | _0‘ makcusure assessment is biased for best. -

what is it that you w;ﬁ]lls“ln (}gllllc why you are applying the test or ms_}f J.l:u
R e ) test. Your ()l.)jcctivcs will be easily set up if \:[
what your stuey 'I|)|1Lh::( ml“':‘ aspects of the course, that 15V
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time for completing the test, number of sections the test will have, topics
and types of items to be included, skills that will be assessed). The third
step is to write a draft of the test which will allow you to judge if it is valid
and authentic and if the scores assigned to each item are right. This draft
must be revised to check if directions are unambiguous, if the language is
clear and to avoid typos and grammar mistakes. Once the draft is revised,
and if possible, someone else might take a look at your test and give it
some feedback. Finally, the test must be applied considering that it should
be followed by feedback on your part and on the part of your students.
This washback should then be reflected on instruction and the cycle starts
again...

As it can be seen, evaluation, assessment and testing, play an im-
portant role in foreign language teaching and learning, and it is time that
teachers pay more attention to the assessment process in order to bring
about important transformations. Nowadays students have to face stand-
ardized assessment, standardized exams (TOEFL, ICFES, PET, FCE) and
performance-based assessment. In order to be able to face these challenges,
learners need to be given the opportunity of experiencing adequate and
interconnected learning and assessment practices inside the FL classroom.
Assessment needs to be freed from that secrecy aura some teachers want to
confer to it since pretty soon external agents will be in charge of assessing
our students and, ultimately, it will not matter if you are a good, bad, nice,
demanding or a lazy teacher; all that will matter is that your students are

able to perform efficiently in the L2 in diverse situations. Are we up for that
challenge?
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