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PREFACE

The field of second language acquisition and pedagogy has enjoyed a half century
of academic prosperity, with exponentially increasing numbers of books, journals,
articles, and dissertations now constituting our stockpile of knowledge. Surveys of
even a subdiscipline within this growing field now require hundreds of biblio-
graphic entries to document the state of the art. In this mélange of topics and issues,
assessment remains an area of intense fascination. What is the best way to assess
learners’ ability? What are the most practical assessment instruments available? Are
current standardized tests of language proficiency accurate and reliable? In an era of
communicative language teaching, do our classroom tests measure up to standards
of authenticity and meaningfulness? How can a teacher design tests that serve as
motivating learning experiences rather than anxiety-provoking threats?

All these and many more questions now being addressed by teachers,
researchers, and specialists can be overwhelming to the novice language teacher,
who is already baffled by linguistic and psychological paradigms and by a multitude
of methodological options. This book provides the teacher trainee with a clear,
reader-friendly presentation of the essential foundation stones of language assess-
ment, with ample practical examples to illustrate their application in language class-
rooms. It is a book that simplifies the issues without oversimplifying. It doesn't
dodge complex questions, and it treats them in ways that classroom teachers can
comprehend. Readers do not have to become testing experts to understand and
apply the concepts in this book, nor do they have to become statisticians adept in
manipulating mathematical equations and advanced calculus.

PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE

This book is designed to offer a comprehensive survey of essential principles and
tools for second language assessment. It has been used in pilot forms for teacher-
training courses in teacher certification and in Master of Arts in TESOL programs. As
the third in a trilogy of teacher education textbooks, it is designed to follow my
other two books, Principles of Language Learning and Teaching (Fourth Edition,

.
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Pearson Education, 2000) and Teaching by Principles (Second Edition, Pearson
Education, 2001). References to those two books are sprinkled throughout the cur-
rent book. In keeping with the tone set in the previous two books, this one features
uncomplicated prose and a systematic, spiraling organization. Concepts are intro-
duced with a maximum of practical exemplification and a minimum of weighty def-
inition. Supportive research is acknowledged and succinctly explained without
burdening the reader with ponderous debate over minutiae.

The testing discipline sometimes possesses an aura of sanctity that can cause
teachers to feel inadequate as they approach the task of mastering principles and
designing effective instruments. Some testing manuals, with their heavy emphasis
on jargon and mathematical equations, don't help to dissipate that mystique. By the
end of Language Assessment: Principles and Classroom Practices, readers will have
gained access to this not-so-frightening field. They will have a working knowledge
of a number of useful fundamental principles of assessment and will have applied
those principles to practical classroom contexts. They will have acquired a store-
house of useful, comprehensible tools for evaluating and designing practical, effec-
tive assessment techniques for their classrooms.

PRINCIPAL FEATURES

Notable features of this book include the following:

« clearly framed fundamental principles for evaluating and designing assess-
ment procedures of all kinds

+ focus on the most common pedagogical challenge: classroom-based assess-
ment

« many practical examples to illustrate principles and guidelines

* concise but comprehensive treatment of assessing all four skills (listening,
speaking, reading, writing)

+ in each skill, classification of assessment techniques that range from con-
trolled to open-ended item types on a specified continuum of micro- and
macroskills of language

+ thorough discussion of large-scale standardized tests: their purpose, design,
validity, and utility

« alook at testing language proficiency, or “ability”

+ explanation of what standards-based assessment is, why it is so popular, and
what its pros and cons are

« consideration of the ethics of testing in an educational and commercial
world driven by tests

+ a comprehensive presentation of alternatives in assessment, namely, portfo-
lios, journals, conferences, observations, interviews, and self- and peer-
assessment
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+ systematic discussion of letter grading and overall evaluation of student per-
formance in a course

+ end-of-chapter exercises that suggest whole-class discussion and individual,
pair, and group work for the teacher education classroom

+ a few suggested additional readings at the end of each chapter

WORDS OF THANKS

Language Assessment: Principles and Classroom Practices is the product of many
years of teaching language testing and assessment in my own classrooms. My students
have collectively taught me more than I have taught them, which prompts me to
thank them all, everywhere, for these gifts of knowledge. I am further indebted to
teachers in many countries around the world where I have offered occasional work-
shops and seminars on language assessment. I have memorable impressions of such
sessions in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Egypt, Japan, Peru, Thailand, Turkey, and
Yugoslavia, where cross-cultural issues in assessment have been especially stimulating.
I am also grateful to my graduate assistant, Amy Shipley, for tracking down
research studies and practical examples of tests, and for preparing artwork for some
of the figures in this book. I offer an appreciative thank you to my friend Maryruth
Farnsworth, who read the manuscript with an editor’s eye and artfully pointed out
some idiosyncrasies in my writing. My gratitude extends to my staff at the American
Language Institute at San Francisco State University, especially Kathy Sherak, Nicole
Frantz, and Nadya McCann, who carried the ball administratively while I completed
the bulk of writing on this project. And thanks to my colleague Pat Porter for
reading and commenting on an earlier draft of this book. As always, the embracing
support of faculty and graduate students at San Francisco State University is a con-
stant source of stimulation and affirmation.
H. Douglas Brown
San Francisco, California
September 2003
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CHAPTER 9

ASSESSING WRITING

218

Not many centuries ago, writing was a skill that was the exclusive domain of scribes
and scholars in educational or religious institutions. Almost every aspect of everyday
life for “common” people was carried out orally. Business transactions, records, legal
documents, political and military agreements—all were written by specialists whose
vocation it was to render language into the written word.Today, the ability to write
has become an indispensable skill in our global literate community. Writing skill, at
least at rudimentary levels, is a necessary condition for achieving employment in
many walks of life and is simply taken for granted in literate cultures.

In the field of second language teaching, only a half-century ago experts were
saying that writing was primarily a convention for recording speech and for rein-
forcing grammatical and lexical features of language. Now we understand the
uniqueness of writing as a skill with its own features and conventions. We also fully
understand the difficulty of learning to write “well” in any language, even in our own
native language. Every educated child in developed countries learns the rudiments
of writing in his or her native language, but very few learn to express themselves
clearly with logical, well-developed organization that accomplishes an intended pus
pose. And yet we expect second language learners to write coherent essays with ar-
fully chosen rhetorical and discourse devices!

With such a monumental goal, the job of teaching writing has occupied the
attention of papers, articles, dissertations, books, and even separate professionz!
journals exclusively devoted to writing in a second language. I refer specifically 1
the Journal of Second Language Writing; consult the website http://icdweb.cc.
purdue.edu/~silvat/jslw/ for information. (For further information on issues anc
practical techniques in teaching writing, refer to 7BE Chapter 19.)

It follows logically that the assessment of writing is no simple task. As you cor-
sider assessing students’ writing ability, as usual you need to be clear about yous
objective or criterion. What is it you want to test: handwriting ability? correc
spelling? writing sentences that are grammatically correct? paragraph construction
logical development of a main idea? All of these, and more, are possible objectives
And each objective can be assessed through a variety of tasks, which we wi
examine in this chapter.
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Before looking at specific tasks, we must scrutinize the different genres of
written language (so that context and purpose are clear), types of writing (so that
stages of the development of writing ability are accounted for), and micro- and
macroskills of writing (so that objectives can be pinpointed precisely).

GENRES OF WRITTEN LANGUAGE

Chapter 8's discussion of assessment of reading listed more than 50 written lan-
guage genres. The same classification scheme is reformulated here to include the
most common genres that a second language wvriter might produce, within and
beyond the requirements of a curriculum. Even though this list is slightly shorter,
you should be aware of the surprising multiplicity of options of written genres that
second language learners need to acquire.

Genres of writing

1. Academic writing

papers and general subject reports
essays, compositions
academically focused journals
short-answer test responses
technical reports (e.g., lab reports)
theses, dissertations

2. Job-related writing

messages (e.g., phone messages)
letters/emails

memos (e.g., interoffice)

reports (e.g., job evaluations, project reports)
schedules, labels, signs

advertisements, announcements

manuals

3. Personal writing

letters, emails, greeting cards, invitations

messages, notes

calendar entries, shopping lists, reminders

financial documents (e.g., checks, tax forms, loan applications)
forms, questionnaires, medical reports, immigration documents
diaries, personal journals

fiction (e.g., short stories, poetry)




220

CHAPTER 9  Assessing Writing

TYPES OF WRITING PERFORMANCE

Four categories of written performance that capture the range of written production
are considered here. Each category resembles the categories defined for the other
three skills, but these categories, as always, reflect the uniqueness of the skill area.

1. Imitative. To produce written language, the learner must attain skills in the
fundamental, basic tasks of writing letters, words, punctuation, and very brief sen-
tences. This category includes the ability to spell correctly and to perceive
phoneme-grapheme correspondences in the English spelling system. It is a level a
which learners are trying to master the mechanics of writing. At this stage, form is the
primary if not exclusive focus, while context and meaning are of secondary concern.

2. Intensive (controlled). Beyond the fundamentals of imitative writing ars
skills in producing appropriate vocabulary within a context, collocations and idioms
and correct grammatical features up to the length of a sentence. Meaning and cor
text are of some importance in determining correctness and appropriateness, bus
most assessment tasks are more concerned with a focus on form, and are rathes
strictly controlled by the test design.

3. Responsive. Here, assessment tasks require learners to perform at a limitec
discourse level, connecting sentences into a paragraph and creating a logically cos
nected sequence of two or three paragraphs. Tasks respond to pedagogical direc
tives, lists of criteria, outlines, and other guidelines. Genres of writing include brict
narratives and descriptions, short reports, lab reports, summaries, brief responses &
reading, and interpretations of charts or graphs. Under specified conditions, th=
writer begins to exercise some freedom of choice among alternative forms of ex
pression of ideas. The writer has mastered the fundamentals of sentence-level gra=-
mar and is more focused on the discourse conventions that will achieve the
objectives of the written text. Form-focused attention is mostly at the discourse leve.
with a strong emphasis on context and meaning.

4. Extensive. Extensive writing implies successful management of all =
processes and strategies of writing for all purposes, up to the length of an essas &
term paper,a major research project report, or even a thesis. Writers focus on achizs
ing a purpose, organizing and developing ideas logically, using details to support o=
illustrate ideas, demonstrating syntactic and lexical variety, and in many cases, c=
gaging in the process of multiple drafts to achieve a final product. Focus on gra=
matical form is limited to occasional editing or proofreading of a draft.

MICRO- AND MACROSKILLS OF WRITING

We turn once again to a taxonomy of micro- and macroskills that will assist you =
defining the ultimate criterion of an assessment procedure. The earlier microse=
apply more appropriately to imitative and intensive types of writing task, while =«
macroskills are essential for the successful mastery of responsive and extensive writ=e
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Micro- and macroskills of writing

Microskills

1. Produce graphemes and orthographic patterns of English.

2. Produce writing at an efficient rate of speed to suit the purpose.

3. Produce an acceptable core of words and use appropriate word order
patterns.

4. Use acceptable grammatical systems (e.g., tense, agreement, pluralization),
patterns, and rules.

5. Express a particular meaning in different grammatical forms.

6. Use cohesive devices in written discourse.

Macroskills

7. Use the rhetorical forms and conventions of written discourse.

8. Appropriately accomplish the communicative functions of written texts
according to form and purpose.

9. Convey links and connections between events, and communicate such
relations as main idea, supporting idea, new information, given
information, generalization, and exemplification.

10. Distinguish between literal and implied meanings when writing.

11. Correctly convey culturally specific references in the context of the
written text.

12. Develop and use a battery of writing strategies, such as accurately
assessing the audience’s interpretation, using prewriting devices, writing
with fluency in the first drafts, using paraphrases and synonyms, soliciting
peer and instructor feedback, and using feedback for revising and editing.

DESIGNING ASSESSMENT TASKS: IMITATIVE WRITING

With the recent worldwide emphasis on teaching English at young ages, it is
tempting to assume that every English learner knows how to handwrite the Roman
alphabet. Such is not the case. Many beginning-level English learners, from young
children to older adults, need basic training in and assessment of imitative writing:
the rudiments of forming letters, words, and simple sentences. We examine this level
of writing first,

Tasks in [Hand] Writing Letters, Words, and Punctuation

First,a comment should be made on the increasing use of personal and laptop com-
puters and handheld instruments for creating written symbols. Handwriting has the
potential of becoming a lost art as even very young children are more and more
likely to use a keyboard to produce writing. Making the shapes of letters and other
symbols is now more a question of learning typing skills than of training the muscles
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of the hands to use a pen or pencil. Nevertheless, for all practical purposes, hanc-
writing remains a skill of paramount importance within the larger domain of lan-
guage assessment.

A limited variety of types of tasks are commonly used to assess a person «
ability to produce written letters and symbols. A few of the more common types are
described here.

1. Copying. There is nothing innovative or modern about directing a test-takes
to copy letters or words. The test-taker will see something like the following:

Handwriting letters, words, and punctuation marks

The test-taker reads: Copy the following words in the spaces given:

bit bet bat but Oh? Oh!

bin din gin pin Hello, John.

2. Listening cloze selection tasks. These tasks combine dictation with a writtes
script that has a relatively frequent deletion ratio (every fourth or fifth word, pe
haps). The test sheet provides a list of missing words from which the test-taker mu=
select. The purpose at this stage is not to test spelling but to give practice in writice
To increase the difficulty, the list of words can be deleted, but then spelling might =«
come an obstacle. Probes look like this:

Listening cloze selection task

Test-takers hear:
Write the missing word in each blank. Below the story is a list of words to choose
from.

Have you ever visited San Francisco? It is a very nice city. It is cool in the summer
and warm in the winter. | like the cable cars and bridges.

Test-takers see:

Have ever visited San Francisco? It a very
nice .Itis in summer and
in the winter. I the cable cars bridges.

is you cool city

like and warm the
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3. Picture-cuted tasks. Familiar pictures are displayed, and test-takers are told
write the word that the picture represents. Assuming no ambiguity in identifying t
picture (cat, hat, chair, table, etc.), no reliance is made on aural comprehension f
successful completion of the task.

4. Form completion tasks. A variation on pictures is the use of a simple for
(registration, application, etc.) that asks for name, address, phone number, and oth
data. Assuming, of course, that prior classroom instruction has focused on filling o
such forms, this task becomes an appropriate assessment of simple tasks such as wi
ing one’s name and address.

5. Converting numbers and abbreviations to words. Some tests have a secti
on which numbers are written—for example, hours of the day, dates, or schedules
and test-takers are directed to write out the numbers. This task can serve as a re
sonably reliable method to stimulate handwritten English. It lacks authentici
however, in that people rarely write out such numbers (except in writing check
and it is more of a reading task (recognizing numbers) than a writing task. If you pl
to use such a method, be sure to specify exactly what the criterion is, and then p1
ceed with some caution. Converting abbreviations to words is more authentic: we :
tually do have occasions to write out days of the week, months, and words like stre
boulevard, telepbone, and April (months of course are often abbreviated with nu
bers). Test tasks may take this form:

Writing numbers and abbreviations

Test-takers hear: Fill in the blanks with words.

Test-takers see:

9:00 5:45
Tues. B/3
726 S. Main St.

Spelling Tasks and Detecting Phoneme—
Grapheme Correspondences

A number of task types are in popular use to assess the ability to spell words c«
rectly and to process phoneme-grapheme correspondences.

1. Spelling tests. In a traditional, old-fashioned spelling test, the teacher d
tates a simple list of words, one word at a time, followed by the word in a sentenc
repeated again, with a pause for test-takers to write the word. Scoring emphasiz
correct spelling.You can help to control for listening errors by choosing words th
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the students have encountered before—words that they have spoken or heard in
their class.

2. Picture-cued tasks. Pictures are displayed with the objective of focusing oz
familiar words whose spelling may be unpredictable. Items are chosen according to
the objectives of the assessment, but this format is an opportunity to present some
challenging words and word pairs: boot/book, read/reed, bit/bite, etc.

3. Multiple-choice technigues. Presenting words and phrases in the form of =
multiple-choice task risks crossing over into the domain of assessing reading, but &
the items have a follow-up writing component, they can serve as formative rein-
forcement of spelling conventions. They might be more challenging with the add-
tion of homonyms (see item #3 below). Here are some examples.

Multiple-choice reading-writing spelling tasks

Test-takers read:

Choose the word with the correct spelling to fit the sentence. then write the word in
the space provided.

1. He washed his hands with
A. soap
B. sope
C. sop
D. soup

2. | tried to stop the car, but the didn’t work.
A. braicks
B. brecks
C. brakes
D. bracks

3. The doorbell rang, but when | went to the door, no one was
A. their
B. there
C. they're
D. thair

4. Matching phonetic symbols. If students have become familiar with the ph~
netic alphabet, they could be shown phonetic symbols and asked to write the cor
rectly spelled word alphabetically. This works best with letters that do not hawe
one-to-one correspondence with the phonetic symbol (e.g., /2/ and a). In the s==
ple below, the answers, which of course do not appear on the test sheet,are include:
in brackets for your reference.
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Converting phonetic symbols

Test-takers read:

In each of the following words, a letter or combination of letters has been written in a
phonetic symbol. Write the word using the regular alphabet.

1. tea/tf/er [teacher]
2. d/e/ [day]
3. /0/is [this]
4. n/au/ [now]
5. a1/ /k/ [like]
6. cla/t [cat]

Such a task risks confusing students who don’t recognize the phonetic
alphabet or use it in their daily routine. Opinion is mixed on the value of using pho-
netic symbols at the literacy level. Some claim it helps students to perceive the rela-
tionship between phonemes and graphemes. Others caution against using yet
another system of symbols when the alphabet already poses a challenge, especially
for adults for whom English is the only language they have learned to read or write.

DESIGNING ASSESSMENT TASKS: INTENSIVE
(CONTROLLED) WRITING

This next level of writing is what second language teacher training manuals have for
decades called controlled writing. It may also be thought of as form-focused
writing, grammar writing, or simply guided writing. A good deal of writing at this
level is display writing as opposed to real writing: students produce language to
display their competence in grammar, vocabulary, or sentence formation, and not
necessarily to convey meaning for an authentic purpose. The traditional
grammar/vocabulary test has plenty of display writing in it, since the response mode
demonstrates only the test-taker’s ability to combine or use words correctly. No new
information is passed on from one person to the other.

Dictation and Dicto-Comp

In Chapter 6, dictation was described as an assessment of the integration of listening
and writing, but it was clear that the primary skill being assessed is listening. Because
of its response mode, however, it deserves a second mention in this chapter.
Dictation is simply the rendition in writing of what one hears aurally, so it could be
classified as an imitative type of writing, especially since a proportion of the test-
taker’s performance centers on correct spelling. Also, because the test-taker must
listen to stretches of discourse and in the process insert punctuation, dictation of a

—EVTEY T
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paragraph or more can arguably be classified as a controlled or intensive form of
writing. (For a4 further explanation on administering a dictation, consult Chapter 6,
pages 131-132.)

A form of controlled writing related to dictation is a dicto-comp. Here, a para-
graph is read at normal speed, usually two or three times; then the teacher asks students
to rewrite the paragraph from the best of their recollection. In one of several variations
of the dicto-comp technique, the teacher, after reading the passage, distributes a
handout with key words from the paragraph, in sequence, as cues for the students. In
either case, the dicto-comp is genuinely classified as an intensive, if not a responsive.
writing task. Test-takers must internalize the content of the passage, remember a few
phrases and lexical items as key words, then recreate the story in their own words.

Grammatical Transformation Tasks

In the heyday of structural paradigms of language teaching with slot-filler techniques
and slot substitution drills, the practice of making grammatical transformations—orally
or in writing—was very popular. To this day, language teachers have also used this
technique as an assessment task, ostensibly to measure grammatical competence.
Numerous versions of the task are possible:

Change the tenses in a paragraph.

» Change full forms of verbs to reduced forms (contractions).
= Change statements to yes/no or wh-questions.

« Change questions into statements.

» Combine two sentences into one using a relative pronoun.
» Change direct speech to indirect speech.

» Change from active to passive voice.

The list of possibilities is almost endless. The tasks are virtually devoid of any mean-
ingful value. Sometimes test designers attempt to add authenticity by providing =
context (“Today Doug is doing all these things. Tomorrow he will do the same
things again. Write about what Doug will do tomorrow by using the future tense.”
but this is just a backdrop for a written substitution task. On the positive side, gram-
matical transformation tasks are easy to administer and are therefore practical, quits
high in scorer reliability, and arguably tap into a knowledge of grammatical for::
that will be performed through writing. If you are only interested in a person :
ability to produce the forms, then such tasks may prove to be justifiable.

Picture-Cued Tasks

A variety of picture-cued controlled tasks have been used in English classrooms
around the world. The main advantage in this technique is in detaching the almos

ubiquitous reading and writing connection and offering instead a nonverbal mears
to stimulate written responses.
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1. Short sentences. A drawing of some simple action is shown; the test-taker
writes a brief sentence.

Picture-cued sentence writing (Brown, 1999, p. 40)

Test-takers see the following pictures:

Test-takers read: ~ What is the woman doing?
What is the man doing?
What is the boy doing?

Test-takers write:

1

. She xeading
spooy etc.

2. Picture description. A somewhat more complex picture may be presented
showing, say, a person reading on a couch, a cat under a table, books and pencils on
the table, chairs around the table, a lamp next to the couch,and a picture on the wall
over the couch (see Chapter 8, page 192). Test-takers are asked to describe the pic-
ture using four of the following prepositions: on, over, under, next to, around. As
long as the prepositions are used appropriately, the criterion is considered to be met.

3. Picture sequence description. A sequence of three 1o six pictures depicting
a story line can provide a suitable stimulus for written production. The pictures must
be simple and unambiguous because an open-ended task at the selective level would
give test-takers too many options. If writing the correct grammatical form of a verb
is the only criterion, then some test items might include the simple form of the verb
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below the picture.The time sequence in the following task is intended to give writ-
€rs some Cues.

Picture-cued story sequence (Brown, 1999, p. 43)

Test-takers see:

Test-takers read:  Describe the man's morning routine in six sentences.

Test-takers write:

While these kinds of tasks are designed to be controlled, even at this very simp«
level, a few different correct responses can be made for each item in the sequence
If your criteria in this task are both lexical and grammatical choice, then you nee:
to design a rating scale to account for variations between completely right and co=
pletely wrong in both categories.

Scoring scale for controlled writing

2 Grammatically and lexically correct.
1 Either grammar or vocabulary is incorrect, but not both.
0 Both grammar and vocabulary are incorrect.
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The following are some test-takers’ responses to the first picture:

He gets up at 7.

He get up at 7.

He is getting up at 7,

He wakes seven o'clock.
The man is arise at seven.
He sleeps at seven o’clock.
Sleeps on morning.

How would you rate each response? With the scoring scale above, the first respon
is a “2)" the next five responses are a4 “1,”and the last earns a zero.

Vocabulary Assessment Tasks

Most vocabulary study is carried out through reading. A number of assessments
reading recognition of vocabulary were discussed in the previous chapter: multip
choice techniques, matching, picture-cued identification, cloze techniques, guessi:
the meaning of a word in context, etc. The major techniques used to assess voc:
ulary are (a) defining and (b) using a word in a sentence. The latter is the mc
authentic, but even that task is constrained by a contrived situation in which t
test-taker, usually in a matter of seconds, has to come up with an appropriate se
tence, which may or may not indicate that the test-taker “knows” the word.

Read (2000) suggested several types of items for assessment of basic knov
edge of the meaning of a word, collocational possibilities, and derived morpholc
ical forms. His example centered on the word inferpret, as follows:

Vocabulary writing tasks (Read, 2000, p. 179)

Test-takers read:
1. Write two sentences, A and B. In each sentence, use the two words given.
A. interpret, experiment

B. interpref, language

2. Write three words that can fit in the blank.
To interpret a(n) i

iii.

3. Write the correct ending for the word in each of the following sentences:

Someone who interprets is an interpret
Something that can be interpreted is interpret .

Someone who interprets gives an interpret
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Vocabulary assessment is clearly form-focused in the above tasks, but the pro-
cedures are creatively linked by means of the target word, its collocations, and its
morphological variants. At the responsive and extensive levels, where learners are
called upon to create coherent paragraphs, performance obviously becomes more
authentic, and lexical choice is one of several possible components of the evalua-
tion of extensive writing.

Ordering Tasks

One task at the sentence level may appeal to those who are fond of word games and
puzzles: ordering (or reordering) a scrambled set of words into a correct sentence.
Here is the way the item format appears.

Reordering words in a sentence

Test-takers read:
Put the words below into the correct order to make a sentence:

1. cold / winter / is / weather / the / in / the
2. studying / what / you / are
3. next/ clock / the / the / is / picture / to

Test-takers write:

While this somewhat inauthentic task generates writing performance and may be
said to tap into grammatical word-ordering rules, it presents a challenge to tes:
takers whose learning styles do not dispose them to logical-mathematical proble=
solving. If sentences are kept very simple (such as #2) with perhaps no more thas
four or five words, if only one possible sentence can emerge, and if students has:
practiced the technique in class, then some justification emerges. But once again. =
in so many writing techniques, this task involves as much, if not more, reading pe=
formance as writing.

Short-Answer and Sentence Completion Tasks

Some types of short-answer tasks were discussed in Chapter 8 because of the hez
participation of reading performance in their completion. Such items range from
very simple and predictable to somewhat more elaborate responses. Look at ==
range of possibilities.
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: pro- Limited response writing tasks
nd itsS
Fs 3:: Test-takers see:
mo:
ﬁ-:dua— 1. Alicia;  Who's that?
Tony: Gina.
Alicia:  Where's she from?
Tony: Italy.
2. Jennifer: ?
| 4 Kathy:  I'm studying English.
Fi. 326 3. Restate the following sentences in your own words, using the underlined word.
,'cn I You may need to change the meaning of the sentence a little.
3a. | never miss a day of school. always
3b. I'm pretty healthy most of the time. seldom
3c. | play tennis twice a week. sometimes
. 4. You are in the kitchen helping your roommate cook. You need to ask questions
about quantities. Ask a question using how much (#4a) and a question using
how many (#4b), using nouns like sugar, pounds, flour, onions, eggs, cups.
4a.
| 4b.
| 5. Look at the schedule of Roberto’s week. Write two sentences describing what
| Roberto does, using the words before (#5a) and after (#5b).
Ba.
5b.
l 6. Write three sentences describing your preferences: #6a: a big, expensive car or a
small, cheap car; #6b: a house in the country or an apartment in the city; #6c:
| money or good health.
== 6a.
6b.
| may be 6c.
10 toS%-
probiem
ore that The reading-writing connection is apparent in the first three item types but has les
s DEes of an effect in the last three, where reading is necessary in order to understand th
pegan, 5 directions but is not crucial in creating sentences. Scoring on a 2-1-0 scale (a
Eing pes described above) may be the most appropriate way to avoid self-arguing about th
appropriateness of a response.
ISSUES IN ASSESSING RESPONSIVE AND EXTENSIVE WRITING
fhe heavs
ngc from Responsive writing creates the opportunity for test-takers to offer an array of po
ok af == sible creative responses within a pedagogical or assessment framework: test-taker

are “responding”to a prompt or assignment. Freed from the strict control of intensiv
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writing, learners can exercise a number of options in choosing vocabulary, grammar,
and discourse, but with some constraints and conditions. Criteria now begin to
include the discourse and rhetorical conventions of paragraph structure and of con-
necting two or three such paragraphs in texts of limited length. The learner is respon-
sible for accomplishing a purpose in writing, for developing a sequence of connected
ideas, and for empathizing with an audience.

The genres of text that are typically addressed here are

» short reports (with structured formats and conventions);
« responses to the reading of an article or story;

« summaries of articles or stories;

» brief narratives or descriptions; and

« interpretations of graphs, tables, and charts.

It is here that writers become involved in the art (and science) of composing, or real
writing, as opposed to display writing.

Extensive, or “free.” writing, which is amalgamated into our discussion here.
takes all the principles and guidelines of responsive writing and puts them into
practice in longer texts such as full-length essays, term papers, project reports, and
theses and dissertations. In extensive writing, however, the writer has been given
even more freedom to choose: topics, length, style, and perhaps even conventions
of formatting are less constrained than in the typical responsive writing exercise. At
this stage, all the rules of effective writing come into play, and the second language
writer is expected to meet all the standards applied to native language writers.

Both responsive and extensive writing tasks are the subject of some classic.
widely debated assessment issues that take on a distinctly different flavor from
those at the lower-end production of writing,.

1. Autbenticity. Authenticity is a trait that is given special attention: if test-
takers are being asked to perform a task; its face and content validity need to be assurec
in order to bring out the best in the writer. A good deal of writing performance in acz-
demic contexts is constrained by the pedagogical necessities of establishing the basic
building blocks of writing; we have looked at assessment techniques that address thoss
foundations. But once those fundamentals are in place, the would-be writer is ready 1=
fly out of the protective nest of the writing classroom and assume his or her own voice
Offering that freedom to learners requires the setting of authentic real-world contexzs
in which to write. The teacher becomes less of an instructor and more of a coach o=
facilitator. Assessment therefore is typically formative, not summative, and positive
washback is more important than practicality and reliability.

2. Scoring. Scoring is the thorniest issue at these final two stages of writinz
With so many options available to a learner, each evaluation by a test administratos
needs to be finely attuned not just to how the writer strings words together (t5=
JSorm) but also to what the writer is saying (the function of the text). The quality «
writing (its impact and effectiveness) becomes as important, if not more importan:
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than all the nuts and bolts that hold it together. How are vou to score such creati
production, some of which is more artistic than scientific? A discussion of differe
scoring options will continue below, followed by a reminder that responding a
editing are nonscoring options that yield washback to the writer.

3. Time. Yet another assessment issue surrounds the unique nature of writir
it is the only skill in which the language producer is not necessarily constrained
time, which implies the freedom to process multiple drafts before the text becom
a finished product. Like a sculptor creating an image, the writer can take an init
rough conception of a text and continue to refine it until it is deemed presentable
the public eye.Virtually all real writing of prose texts presupposes an extended tir
period for it to reach its final form, and therefore the revising and editing process
are implied. Responsive writing, along with the next category of extensive writir
often relies on this essential drafting process for its ultimate success.

How do you assess writing ability within the confines of traditional, formr
assessment procedures that are almost always, by logistical necessity, timed? \
have a whole testing industry that has based large-scale assessment of writing on t
premise that the timed impromptu format is a valid method of assessing writii
ability. Is this an authentic format? Can a language learner—or a native speaker, f
that matter—adequately perform writing tasks within the confines of a brief timu
period of composition? Is that hastily written product an appropriate reflection
what that same test-taker might produce after several drafts of the same work? Do
this format favor fast writers at the expense of slower but possibly equally good
better writers? Alderson (2002) and Weigle (2002) both cited this as one of the mc
pressing unresolved issues in the assessment of writing today. We will return to th
question below.

Because of the complexity of assessing responsive and extensive writing, tl
discussion that ensues will now have a different look from the one used in the pi
vious three chapters. Four major topics will be addressed: (1) a few fundamental ta
types at the lower (responsive) end of the continuum of writing at this level: (2)
description and analysis of the Test of Written English”® as a typical timed impromp
test of writing; (3) a survey of methods of scoring and evaluating writing productio

and (4) a discussion of the assessment qualities of editing and responding to a seri
of writing drafts.

DESIGNING ASSESSMENT TASKS: RESPONSIVE
AND EXTENSIVE WRITING

In this section we consider both responsive and extensive writing tasks. They w
be regarded here as a continuum of possibilities ranging from lower-end tas
whose complexity exceeds those in the previous category of intensive or controlle
writing, through more open-ended tasks such as writing short reports, essays, sut
maries, and responses, up to texts of several pages or more.
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Paraphrasing

One of the more difficult concepts for second language learners to grasp is parz-
phrasing. The initial step in teaching paraphrasing is to ensure that learners under-
stand the importance of paraphrasing: to say something in one’s own words, to
avoid plagiarizing, to offer some variety in expression. With those possible motiva-
tions and purposes in mind, the test designer needs to elicit a paraphrase of a sen-
tence or paragraph, usually not more, -

Scoring of the test-taker’s response is a judgment call in which the criterion of
conveying the same or similar message is primary, with secondary evaluations o
discourse, grammar, and vocabulary. Other components of analytic or holistic scales
(see discussion below, page 242) might be considered as criteria for an evaluation
Paraphrasing is more often a part of informal and formative assessment than of
formal, summative assessment, and therefore student responses should be viewed
as opportunities for teachers and students to gain positive washback on the art of
paraphrasing.

Guided Question and Answer

Another lower-order task in this type of writing, which has the pedagogical benef:
of guiding a learner without dictating the form of the output, is a guided question-
and-answer format in which the test administrator poses a series of questions tha:
essentially serve as an outline of the emergent written text. In the writing of a nar-
rative that the teacher has already covered in a class discussion, the following kincs
of questions might be posed to stimulate a sequence of sentences.

Guided writing stimuli

1. Where did this story take place? [setting]

2. Who were the people in the story? [characters]

3. What happened first? and then? and then? [sequence of events]

4. Why did do ? [reasons,
causes]

5. What did think about ?
[opinion]

6. What happened at the end? [climax]
7. What is the moral of this story? |evaluation]

Guided writing texts, which may be as long as two or three paragraphs, may be
scored on either an analytic or a holistic scale (discussed below). Guided writing
prompts like these are less likely to appear on a formal test and more likely to serve
as a way to prompt initial drafts of writing. This first draft can then undergo the
editing and revising stages discussed in the next section of this chapter.
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A variation on using guided questions is to prompt the test-taker to write from
an outline. The outline may be self-created from earlier reading and/or discussion,
or, which is less desirable, be provided by the teacher or test administrator. The out-
line helps to guide the learner through a presumably logical development of ideas
that have been given some forethought. Assessment of the resulting text follows the
same criteria listed below (#3 in the next section, paragraph construction tasks).

Paragraph Construction Tasks

The participation of reading performance is inevitable in writing effective para-
graphs. To a great extent, writing is the art of emulating what one reads.You read an
effective paragraph; you analyze the ingredients of its success; you emulate it.
Assessment of paragraph development takes on a number of different forms:

1. Topic sentence writing. There is no cardinal rule that says every paragraph
must have a topic sentence, but the stating of a topic through the lead sentence (or
a subsequent one) has remained as a tried-and-true technique for teaching the con-
cept of a paragraph. Assessment thereof consists of

« specifying the writing of a topic sentence,
* scoring points for its presence or absence, and
 scoring and/or commenting on its effectiveness in stating the topic.

2, Topic development within a paragraph. Because paragraphs are intended
to provide a reader with “clusters” of meaningful, connected thoughts or ideas, an-
other stage of assessment is development of an idea within a paragraph. Four crite-
ria are commonly applied to assess the quality of a paragraph:

+ the clarity of expression of ideas

¢ the logic of the sequence and connections

» the cohesiveness or unity of the paragraph

« the overall effectiveness or impacr of the paragraph as a whole

3. Development of main and supporting ideas across paragraphs. As writers
string two or more paragraphs together in a longer text (and as we move up the con-
tinuum from responsive to extensive writing), the writer attempts to articulate a the-
sis or main idea with clearly stated supporting ideas. These elements can be
considered in evaluating a multi-paragraph essay:

* addressing the topic, main idea, or principal purpose

« organizing and developing supporting ideas

* using appropriate details to undergird supporting ideas
* showing facility and fluency in the use of language

« demonstrating syntactic variety
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Strategic Options

Developing main and supporting ideas is the goal for the writer attempting to create
an effective text, whether a short one- to two-paragraph one or an extensive one of
several pages. A number of strategies are commonly taught to second language
writers to accomplish their purposes. Aside from strategies of freewriting, outlining,
drafting, and revising, writers need to be aware of the task that has been demanded
and to focus on the genre of writing and the expectations of that genre.

1. Attending to task. In responsive writing, the context is seldom completely
open-ended: a task has been defined by the teacher or test administrator, and the
writer must fulfill the criterion of the task. Even in extensive writing of longer texts.
a set of directives has been stated by the teacher or is implied by the conventions of
the genre. Four types of tasks are commonly addressed in academic writing courses:
compare/contrast, problem/solution, pros/cons, and cause/effect. Depending on the
genre of the text, one or more of these task types will be needed to achieve the
writer's purpose, If students are asked, for example, to “agree or disagree with the au-
thor’s statement,” a likely strategy would be to cite pros and cons and then take 2
stand. A task that asks students to argue for one among several political candidates
in an election might be an ideal compare-and-contrast context, with an appeal to
problems present in the constituency and the relative value of candidates’ solutions
Assessment of the fulfillment of such tasks could be formative and informal (com-
ments in marginal notes, feedback in a conference in an editing/revising stage), bus
the product might also be assigned a holistic or analytic score.

2. Afttending to genre. The genres of writing that were listed at the beginning
of this chapter provide some sense of the many varieties of text that may be pro-
duced by a second language learner in a writing curriculum. Another way of lookinz
at the strategic options open to a writer is the extent to which both the constraints
and the opportunities of the genre are exploited. Assessment of any writing necess:
tates attention to the conventions of the genre in question. Assessment of the more
common genres may include the following criteria, along with chosen factors fro=
the list in item #3 (main and supporting ideas) above:

Reports (Lab Reports, Project Summaries, Article/Book Reports, etc.)
» conform to a conventional format (for this case, field)

« convey the purpose, goal, or main idea

» organize details logically and sequentially

» state conclusions or findings

+ use appropriate vocabulary and jargon for the specific case

Summaries of Readings/Lectures/Videos

« effectively capture the main and supporting ideas of the original
+ maintain objectivity in reporting

= use writer's own words for the most part
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= use quotations effectively when appropriate
+ omit irrelevant or marginal details
+ conform to an expected length

Responses to Readings/Lectures/Videos

« accurately reflect the message or meaning of the original
« appropriately select supporting ideas to respond to

* express the writer's own opinion

* defend or support that opinion effectively

¢ conform to an expected length

Narration, Description, Persuasion/Argument, and Exposition
+ follow expected conventions for each type of writing

e convey purpose, goal, or main idea

» use effective writing strategies

* demonstrate syntactic variety and rhetorical fluency

Interpreting Statistical, Graphic, or Tabular Data

» provides an effective global, overall description of the data

» organizes the details in clear, logical language

s accurately conveys details

» appropriately articulates relationships among elements of the data

* conveys specialized or complex data comprehensibly to a lay reader
« interprets beyond the data when appropriate

Library Research Paper

e states purpose or goal of the research

« includes appropriate citations and references in correct format

e accurately represents others’ research findings

* injects writer's own interpretation, when appropriate, and justifies it
« includes suggestions for further research

+ sums up findings in a conclusion

TEST OF WRITTEN ENGLISH (TWE®)

One of a number of internationally available standardized tests of writing ability is
the Test of Written English (TWE). Established in 1986, the TWE has gained a repu-
tation as a well-respected measure of written English, and a number of research arti-
cles support its validity (Frase et al., 1999; Hale et al., 1996; Longford, 1996; Myford et
al., 1996). In 1998, a computer-delivered version of the TWE was incorporated into
the standard computer-based TOEFL and simply labeled as the “writing” section of the
TOEFL. The TWE is still offered as a separate test especially where only the paper-
based TOEFL is available. Correlations between the TWE and TOEFL scores (before
TWE became a standard part of TOEFL) were consistently high, ranging from .57 to
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.69 over 10 test administrations from 1993 to 1995, Data on the TWE are provided at
the end of this section.

The TWE is in the category of a timed impromptu test in that test-takers are

under a 30-minute time limit and are not able to prepare ahead of time for the topic
that will appear. Topics are prepared by a panel of experts following specifications
for topics that represent commonly used discourse and thought patterns at the uni-
versity level. Here are some sample topics published on the TWE website.

Sample TWE® topics

2. Some people believe that automobiles are useful and necessary. Others

3. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?

1. Some people say that the best preparation for life is learning to work with
others and be cooperative. Others take the opposite view and say that
learning to be competitive is the best preparation. Discuss these positions,
using concrete examples of both. Tell which one you agree with and
explain why.

believe that automobiles cause problems that affect our health and well-
being. Which position do you support? Give specific reasons for your
answer.

Teachers should make learning enjoyable and fun for their students.

Use reasons and specific examples to support your opinion.

Test preparation manuals such as Deborah Phillips’s Longman Introductory

Course for the TOEFL Test (2001) advise TWE test-takers to follow six steps to max-
imize success on the test:

1.

Carefully identify the topic.

Plan your supporting ideas.

In the introductory paragraph, restate the topic and state the organizational
plan of the essay.

Write effective supporting paragraphs (show transitions, include a topic sen-
tence, specify details).

Restate your position and summarize in the concluding paragraph.

Edit sentence structure and rhetorical expression.

The scoring guide for the TWE (see Table 9.1) follows a widely accepted set o

specifications for a holistic evaluation of an essay (see below for more discussion o
holistic scoring). Each point on the scoring system is defined by a set of statement=
that address topic, organization and development, supporting ideas, facility (fluenc

naturalness, appropriateness) in writing, and grammatical and lexical correctness
and choice.
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Table 9.1. Test of Written English Scoring Guide

6

Demonstrates clear competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic levels, though
it may have occasional errors.
A paper in this category
e effectively addresses the writing task.
is well organized and well developed.
uses clearly appropriate details to support a thesis or illustrate ideas.
displays consistent facility in the use of language.
demonstrates syntactic variety and appropriate word choice.

Demonstrates competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic levels, though it will
probably have occasional errors.

A paper in this category

may address some parts of the task more effectively than others.
is generally well organized and developed.

uses details to support a thesis or illustrate an idea.

displays facility in the use of language.

demonstrates some syntactic variety and range of vocabulary.

Demonstrates minimal competence in writing on both the rhetorical and syntactic levels.

A paper in this category

addresses the writing topic adequately but may slight parts of the task.

is adequately organized and developed.

uses some details to support a thesis or illustrate an idea.

demonstrates adequate but possibly inconsistent facility with syntax and usage.
may contain some errors that occasionally abscure meaning.

Demonstrates some developing competence in writing, but it remains flawed on either the
rhetorical or syntactic level, or both.
A paper in this category may reveal one or more of the following weaknesses:

¢ inadequate organization or development

« inappropriate or insufficient details to support or illustrate generalizations

¢ a noticeably inappropriate choice of words or word forms

= an accumulation of errors in sentence structure and/or usage.

Suggests incompetence in writing.

A paper in this category is seriously flawed by one or more of the following weaknesses:
serious disorganization or underdevelopment

little or no detail, or irrelevant specifics

¢ serious and frequent errors in sentence structure or usage

s serious problems with focus.

Demonstrates incompetence in writing.
A paper in this category
* may be incoherent.
¢ may be undeveloped.
= may contain severe and persistent writing errors.

A paper is rated 0 if it contains no response, merely copies the topic, is off-topic, is written in a
foreign language, or consists only of keystroke characters.
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Each essay is scored by two trained readers working independently. The final
score assigned is the mean of the two independent ratings. The test-taker can
achieve a score ranging from 1 to 6 with possible half-points (e.g., 4.5, 5.5) in
berween. In the case of a discrepancy of more than one point,a third reader resolves
the difference. Discrepancy rates are extremely low, usually ranging from 1 to 2 per-
cent per reading.

It is important to put tests like the TWE in perspective.Timed impromptu tests
have obvious limitations if you are looking for an authentic sample of performance
in a real-world context. How many times in real-world situations (other than in aca-
demic writing classes!) will you be asked to write an essay in 30 minutes? Probably
never, but the TWE and other standardized timed tests are not intended to mirros
the real world. Instead, they are intended to elicit a sample of writing performance
that will be indicative of a person’s writing ability in the real world. TWE designers
sought to validate a feasible timed task that would be manageable within their cor-
straints and at the same time offer useful information about the test-taker.

How does the Educational Testing Service justify the TWE as such an indicator’
Research by Hale et al. (1996) showed that the prompts used in the TWE approx:
mate writing tasks assigned in 162 graduate and undergraduate courses across sev-
eral disciplines in eight universities. Another study (Golub-Smith et al., 1993
ascertained the reliabilities across several types of prompts (e.g., compare/contras:
vs. chart-graph interpretation). Both Myford et al. (1996) and Longford (1996) studiec
the reliabilities of judges’ ratings. The question of whether a mere 30-minute tims<
period is sufficient to elicit a sufficient sample of a test-taker’s writing was addressec
by Hale (1992). Henning and Cascallar (1992) conducted a large-scale study to assess
the extent to which TWE performance taps into the communicative competence o
the test-taker. The upshot of this research—which is updated regularly—is that the
TWE (which adheres to a high standard of excellence in standardized testing) =
within acceptable standard error ranges, a remarkably accurate indicator of writing
ability.

The flip side of this controversial coin reminds us that standardized tests are
indicators, not fail-safe, infallible measures of competence. Even though we might
need TWE scores for the administrative purposes of admissions or placement, we
should not rely on such tests for instructional purposes (see Cohen, 1994). No ons
would suggest that such 30-minute writing tests offer constructive feedback to the
student, nor do they provide the kind of formative assessment that a process
approach to writing brings. Tests like the TWE are administrative necessities in =
world where hundreds or thousands of applicants must be evaluated by som=
means short of calculating their performance across years of instruction in acac
emic writing.

The convenience of the TWE should not lull administrators into believing the
TWEs and TOEFLs and the like are the only measures that should be applied to si=
dents. It behooves admissions and placement officers worldwide to offer secondz
measures of writing ability to those test-takers who
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are on the threshold of a minimum score,

may be disabled by highly time-constrained or anxiety-producing situations,
could be culturally disadvantaged by a topic or situation, and/or

(in the case of computer-based writing) have had few opportunities to com-
pose on a computer.

R eI

While tmed impromptu tests suffer from a lack of authenticity and put test-
takers into an artificially time-constrained context, they nevertheless offer inter-
esting, relevant information for an important but narrow range of administrative
purposes. The classroom offers a much wider set of options for creating real-world
writing purposes and contexts. The classroom becomes the locus of extended hard
work and effort for building the skills necessary to create written production. The
classroom provides a setting for writers, in a process of multiple drafts and revisions,
to create a final, publicly acceptable product. And the classroom is a place where
learners can take all the small steps, at their own pace, toward becoming proficient
writers. For your reference, following is some information on the TWE:

Test of Written English (TWE®)

Producer: Educational Testing Service (ETS), Princeton, NJ

Objective: To test written expression

Primary market: Almost exclusively U.S. universities and colleges for
admission purposes

Type: Computer-based, with the TOEFL. A traditional paper-based
(PB) version is also available separately.

Response modes: Written essay

Specifications: (see above, in this section)

Time allocation: 30 minutes

Internet access: http://www.toefl.org/educator/edabttwe.html

SCORING METHODS FOR RESPONSIVE
AND EXTENSIVE WRITING

At responsive and extensive levels of writing, three major approaches to scoring
writing performance are commonly used by test designers: holistic, primary trait,
and analytical. In the first method, a single score is assigned to an essay, which rep-
resents a reader’s general overall assessment. Primary trait scoring is a variation of
the holistic method in that the achievement of the primary purpose, or trait, of an
essay is the only factor rated. Analytical scoring breaks a test-taker’s written text
down into a number of subcategories (organization, grammar, etc.) and gives a sep-
arate rating for each.
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Holistic Scoring

The TWE scoring scale above is a prime example of holistic scoring. In Chapter 7.
a rubric for scoring oral production holistically was presented. Each point on a
holistic scale is given a systematic set of descriptors, and the reader-evaluator
| matches an overall impression with the descriptors to arrive at a score. Descriptors
' usually (but not always) follow a prescribed pattern. For example, the first
descriptor across all score categories may address the quality of task achievement,
the second may deal with organization, the third with grammatical or rhetorical con-
siderations, and so on. Scoring, however, is truly holistic in that those subsets are not
quantitatively added up to yield a score.
Advantages of holistic scoring include

e fast evaluation,

+ relatively high inter-rater reliability,

» the fact that scores represent “standards” that are easily interpreted by lay
persons,

| = the fact that scores tend to emphasize the writer’s strengths (Cohen, 1994,
p-315),and

» applicability to writing across many different disciplines.

Its disadvantages must also be weighed into a decision on whether to use
holistic scoring:

* One score masks differences across the subskills within each score.
* No diagnostic information is available (no washback potential).

* The scale may not apply equally well to all genres of writing.

¢ Raters need to be extensively trained to use the scale accurately.

In general, teachers and test designers lean toward holistic scoring only when
it is expedient for administrative purposes. As long as trained evaluators are in place
differentiation across six levels may be quite adequate for admission into an instite-
tion or placement into courses. For classroom instructional purposes, holistic scores
provide very little information. In most classroom settings where a teacher wishes
to adapt a curriculum to the needs of a particular group of students, much more di-
ferentiated information across subskills is desirable than is provided by holistic
scoring.

Primary Trait Scoring

A second method of scoring, primary trait, focuses on “how well students ca=
write within a narrowly defined range of discourse” (Weigle, 2002, p. 110).This tvpe

of scoring emphasizes the task at hand and assigns a score based on the effective
ness of the text’s achieving that one goal. For example, if the purpose or function
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an essay is to persuade the reader to do something, the score for the writing would
rise or fall on the accomplishment of that function. If a learner is asked to exploit
the imaginative function of language by expressing personal feelings, then the
response would be evaluated on that feature alone.

For rating the primary trait of the text, Lloyd-Jones (1977) suggested a four-
point scale ranging from zero (no response or fragmented response) to 4 (the pur-
pose is unequivocally accomplished in a convincing fashion). It almost goes without
saying that organization, supporting details, fluency, syntactic variety, and other fea-
tures will implicitly be evaluated in the process of offering a primary trait score. But
the advantage of this method is that it allows both writer and evaluator to focus on
function. In summary, a primary trait score would assess

LA B

+ the accuracy of the account of the original (summary),

« the clarity of the steps of the procedure and the final result (lab report),
+ the description of the main features of the graph (graph description), and
« the expression of the writer’s opinion (response to an article).

Analytic Scoring

For classroom instruction, holistic scoring provides little washback into the writer’s
further stages of learning. Primary trait scoring focuses on the principal function of
the text and therefore offers some feedback potential, but no washback for any of
the aspects of the written production that enhance the ultimate accomplishment of
the purpose. Classroom evaluation of learning is best served through analytic
scoring, in which as many as six major elements of writing are scored, thus
enabling learners to home in on weaknesses and to capitalize on strengths.

Analytic scoring may be more appropriately called analytic assessment in order
to capture its closer association with classroom language instruction than with
formal testing. Brown and Bailey (1984) designed an analytical scoring scale that
specified five major categories and a description of five different levels in each cat-
egory. ranging from “unacceptable” to “excellent” (see Table 9.2).

At first glance, Brown and Bailey’s scale may look similar to the TWE® holistic
scale discussed earlier: for each scoring category there is a description that encom-
passes several subsets. A closer inspection, however, reveals much more detail in the
analytic method. Instead of just six descriptions, there are 25, each subdivided into
a number of contributing factors.

The order in which the five categories (organization, logical development of ideas,
grammar, punctuation/spelling/mechanics, and style and quality of expression) are
listed may bias the evaluator toward the greater importance of organization and logical
development as opposed to punctuation and style. But the mathematical assignment of
the 100-point scale gives equal weight (a maximum of 20 points) to each of the five
major categories. Not all writing and assessment specialists agree. You might, for
example, consider the analytical scoring profile suggested by Jacobs et al. (1981), in
which five slightly different categories were given the point values shown on page 246.
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Content 30
Organization 20
Vocabulary 20
Syntax 25
Mechanics 5
Total 100

As your curricular goals and students’ needs vary, your own analytical scoring
of essays may be appropriately tailored. Level of proficiency can make a significan:
difference in emphasis: at the intermediate level, for example, you might give more
emphasis to syntax and mechanics, while advanced levels of writing may call for 2
strong push toward organization and development. Genre can also dictate variations
in scoring. Would a summary of an article require the same relative emphases as 2
narrative essay? Most likely not. Certain types of writing, such as lab reports or inter
pretations of statistical data, may even need additional—or at least redefined—cate-
gories in order to capture the essential components of good writing within those
genres,

Analytic scoring of compositions offers writers a little more washback than =
single holistic or primary trait score. Scores in five or six major elements will help
to call the writers' attention to areas of needed improvement, Practicality is lowered
in that more time is required for teachers to attend to details within each of the ca=
egories in order to render a final score or grade, but ultimately students receive
more information about their writing. Numerical scores alone, however, are still noe
sufficient for enabling students to become proficient writers, as we shall see in the
next section.

BEYOND SCORING: RESPONDING TO EXTENSIVE WRITING

Formal testing carries with it the burden of designing a practical and reliable instre
ment that assesses its intended criterion accurately. To accomplish that missic=
designers of writing tests are charged with the task of providing as “objective” &
scoring procedure as possible, and one that in many cases can be easily interpres=_
by agents beyond the learner. Holistic, primary trait, and analytic scoring all satis=
those ends.Yet beyond mathematically calculated scores lies a rich domain of asses=
ment in which a developing writer is coached from stage to stage in a process
building a storehouse of writing skills. Here in the classroom, in the tutored r==
tionship of teacher and student, and in the community of peer learners, most of t
hard work of assessing writing is carried out. Such assessment is informal, formaz+
and replete with washback.

Most writing specialists agree that the best way to teach writing is 2 handss
approach that stimulates student output and then generates a series of self-assessme==
peer editing and revision, and teacher response and conferencing (Raimes, 1991, 199
Reid, 1993; Seow, 2002). It is not an approach that relies on a massive dose of lectur=u
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about good writing, nor on memorizing a bunch of rules about rhetorical organizatic
nor on sending students home with an assignment to turn in a paper the next d:
People become good writers by writing and seeking the facilitative input of others
refine their skills.

Assessment takes on a crucial role in such an approach. Learning how to becor
a good writer places the student in an almost constant stage of assessment. To gi
the student the maximum benefit of assessment, it is important to consider (a) e¢
lier stages (from freewriting to the first draft or two) and (b) later stages (revising a1
finalizing) of producing a written text. A further factor in assessing writing is tl
involvement of self, peers, and teacher at appropriate steps in the process. (For fi
ther guidelines on the process of teaching writing, see 7BP Chapter 19.)

Assessing Initial Stages of the Process of Composing

Following are some guidelines for assessing the initial stages (the first draft or tw
of a written composition. These guidelines are generic for self, peer, and teach
responding. Each assessor will need to modify the list according to the level of tl
learner, the context, and the purpose in responding.

Assessment of initial stages in composing

—

. Focus your efforts primarily on meaning, main idea, and organization.

Comment on the introductory paragraph.

3. Make general comments about the clarity of the main idea and logic or
appropriateness of the organization.

4, As a rule of thumb, ignore minor (local) grammatical and lexical errors.

5. Indicate what appear to be major (global) errors (e.g., by underlining the
text in question), but allow the writer to make corrections.

6. Do not rewrite questionable, ungrammatical, or awkward sentences; rather,

probe with a question about meaning.

N

e instru-

mission. 7. Comment on features that appear to be irrelevant to the topic.
r"'.e\-_*{j\t‘ a

erpreted The teacher-assessor’s role is as a guide, a facilitator, and an ally; therefor
rnll satisfy assessment at this stage of writing needs to be as positive as possible to encouray
j Of assess the writer. An early focus on overall structure and meaning will enable writers -
process of clarify their purpose and plan and will set a framework for the writers’ later refin
gored rela- ment of the lexical and grammatical issues.
post of the
gormative Assessing Later Stages of the Process of Composing
g hands-on Once the writer has determined and clarified his or her purpose and plan, and h
fsessments. completed at least one or perhaps two drafts, the focus shifts toward “fine tunin;
1991, 1998 the expression with a view toward a final revision. Editing and responding assun
pf lecturing an appropriately different character now, with these guidelines:
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Assessment of later stages in composing

1. Comment on the specific clarity and strength of all main ideas and
supporting ideas, and on argument and logic.

2. Call attention to minor (“local”) grammatical and mechanical (spelling,
punctuation) errors, but direct the writer to self-correct.

3. Comment on any further word choices and expressions that may not be
awkward but are not as clear or direct as they could be.

4. Point out any problems with cohesive devices within and across
paragraphs.

5. If appropriate, comment on documentation, citation of sources, evidence,
and other support.

6. Comment on the adequacy and strength of the conclusion.

Through all these stages it is assumed that peers and teacher are both responding
to the writer through conferencing in person, electronic communication, or, at the
very least, an exchange of papers. The impromptu timed tests and the methods of
scoring discussed earlier may appear to be only distantly related to such an indivic
ualized process of creating a written text, but are they, in reality? All those develor-
mental stages may be the preparation that learners need both to function in creative
real-world writing tasks and to successfully demonstrate their competence on =
timed impromptu test. And those holistic scores are after all generalizations of the
various components of effective writing. If the hard work of successfully pr>
gressing through a semester or two of a challenging course in academic writing u'=-
mately means that writers are ready to function in their real-world contexts, and *
get a 5 or 6 on the TWE, then all the effort was worthwhile.

s § § §

This chapter completes the cycle of considering the assessment of all of the
four skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. As you contemplate using
some of the assessment techniques that have been suggested, I think you can no=
fully appreciate two significant overarching guidelines for designing an effeci=+
assessment procedure:

1. It is virtually impossible to isolate any one of the four skills without the =
volvement of at least one other mode of performance. Don’t underestimate s
power of the integration of skills in assessments designed to target a single skill ares

2. The variety of assessment techniques and item types and tasks is virtually =
finite in that there is always some possibility for creating a unique variation. Explos
those alternatives, but with some caution lest your overzealous urge to be innovas
distract you from a central focus on achieving the intended purpose and renderus
an appropriate evaluation of performance.
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EXERCISES
[Note: (I) Individual work; (G) Group or pair work; (C) Whole-class discussion.]

1. (C) Genres of reading were listed at the beginning of Chapter 8, and genres of
writing in this chapter, a shorter list. Why is the list for writing shorter? Add
other examples to each of the three categories. Among the listed examples
and new ones you come up with, be specific in citing what makes some
genres more difficult than others. Select a few of the more difficult genres and
discuss what you would assess (criteria) and how you would assess (some
possible assessment techniques) them.

2. (O) Review the four basic types of writing that were outlined at the beginning
of the chapter. Offer examples of each and pay special attention to distin-
guishing between imitative and intensive, and between responsive and exten-
Sive.

3. (G) Look at the list of micro- and macroskills of writing on page 221. In pairs,
each assigned to a different skill (or two), brainstorm some tasks that assess
those skills. Present your findings to the rest of the class.

4. (C) In Chapter 6, eight characteristics of listening were listed (page 122) that
make listening “difficult” What makes writing difficult? Devise a similar list,
which could form a set of specifications to pay special attention to in
assessing writing.

5. (G) Divide the four basic types of writing among groups or pairs, one type for
each. Look at the sample assessment techniques provided and evaluate them
according to the five principles (practicality, reliability, validity [especially face
and content], authenticity, and washback). Present your critique to the rest of
the class.

6. (G) In the same groups as #35 above with the same type of writing, design
some other item types, different from the one(s) provided here, that assess
the same type of writing performance.

7. (I/C) Visit the TOEFL website and click on the description of the Test of
Written English to familiarize yourself further with the TWE. Then, do the fol-
lowing: (a) Look at the TWE holistic scoring guide (page 239) and evaluate its
rater reliability. (b) Discuss the validity of a timed impromptu test such as this

for admission to an English-speaking university.

8. (O) Review the advantages and disadvantages of the three kinds of scoring
presented in this chapter: holistic, primary trait, and analytic. Construct a chart

that shows how different contexts (types of test, objectives of a curriculum,

proficiency levels, etc.) may benefit from each kind of scoring.
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FOR YOUR FURTHER READING

Weigle, Sara Cushing. (2002). Assessing writing. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

This volume in the Cambridge Language Assessment Series provides a com-
prehensive overview of the history and current state of the art of assessing
writing. With an authoritative backdrop of research underlying the construct
validation of techniques for the assessment of written production, a host of
actual testing techniques are surveyed and evaluated.

Raimes, Ann. (1998). Teaching writing. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 18,
pp. 142-167.

' In this survey article, one of the leading researchers in the field of second
language writing pedagogy offers a description of recent research in
teaching writing with special attention to journal writing, integrating writing
with other skills, peer collaboration, responding to writing, and a note on
the role of technology in teaching writing. Assessment of writing is
addressed in a pedagogical context.
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CHAPTER 10 Beyond Tests: Alternatives in Assessment

On the other side of the issue, it is argued that journals are too free a form to
be assessed accurately, With so much potential variability, it is difficult to set up cri-
teria for evaluation. For some English language learners, the concept of free and
unfettered writing is anathema. Certain critics have expressed ethical concerns: stu-
dents may be asked to reveal an inner self, which is virtually unheard of in their own
culture. Without a doubt, the assessing of journal entries through responding is not
an exact science.

It is important to turn the advantages and potential drawbacks of journals into
positive general steps and guidelines for using journals as assessment instruments.
The following steps are not coincidentally parallel to those cited above for portfolio
development:

1. Sensitively introduce students to the concept of journal writing. For many
students, especially those from educational systems that play down the notion of
teacher-student dialogue and collaboration, journal writing will be difficult at first
University-level students, who have passed through a dozen years of product writ-
ing, will have particular difficulty with the concept of writing without fear of z
teacher’s scrutinizing every grammatical or spelling error.With modeling, assur-
ance, and purpose, however, students can make a remarkable transition into the pc-
tentially liberating process of journal writing. Students who are shown examples of
journal entries and are given specific topics and schedules for writing will becoms=
comfortable with the process.

2. State the objective(s) of the journal Integrate journal writing into the o
jectives of the curriculum in some way, especially if journal entries become topics
of class discussion.The list of types of journals at the beginning of this section mz:
coincide with the following examples of some purposes of journals:

Language-learning logs. In English language teaching, learning logs have the
advantage of sensitizing students to the importance of setting their own goals anc
then self-monitoring their achievement. McNamara (1998) suggested restricting ths
number of skills, strategies, or language categories that students comment on; ot
erwise students can become overwhelmed with the process. A weekly schedule o
a limited number of strategies usually accomplishes the purpose of keeping st
dents on task.

Grammar journals. Some journals are focused only on grammar acquisitics
These types of journals are especially appropriate for courses and workshops th=
focus on grammar. “Error logs” can be instructive processes of consciousness rajsing
for students: their successes in noticing and treating errors spur them to maintz:=
the process of awareness of error.

Responses to readings. Journals may have the specified purpose of simp=
responses to readings (and/or to other material such as lectures, presentations, file==
and videos). Entries may serve as precursors to freewrites and help learners to s
out thoughts and opinions on paper. Teacher responses aid in the further develos
ment of those ideas.
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Strategies-based learning logs. Closely allied to language-learning logs are spe
cialized journals that focus only on strategies that learners are seeking to becomu
aware of and to use in their acquisition process. In H. D. Brown's (2002) Strategie.
Jor Success: A Practical Guide to Learning English, a systematic strategies-base«
journal-writing approach is taken where, in each of 12 chapters, learners becom¢
aware of a strategy, use it in their language performance, and reflect on that proces:
in a journal.

Self-assessment reflections. Journals can be a stimulus for self-assessment in :
more open-ended way than through using checklists and questionnaires. With the
possibility of a few stimulus questions, students’ journals can extend beyond the
scope of simple one-word or one-sentence responses.

Diaries of attitudes, feelings. and other affective factors. The affective states o
learners are an important element of selfunderstanding. Teachers can thereby becomx
better equipped to effectively facilitate learners’ individual journeys toward their goals

Acculturation logs. A variation on the above affectively based journals is one
that focuses exclusively on the sometimes difficult and painful process of accultur
ation in a non-native country. Because culture and language are so strongly linked

awareness of the symptoms of acculturation stages can provide keys to eventual lan
guage success.

3. Give guidelines on what kinds of topics to include. Once the purpose o
type of journal is clear, students will benefit from models or suggestions on whai
kinds of topics to incorporate into their journals.

4. Carefully specify the criteria for assessing or grading journals. Students
need to understand the freewriting involved in journals, but at the same time, they
need to know assessment criteria. Once you have clarified that journals will not be
evaluated for grammatical correctness and rhetorical conventions, state how they
will be evaluated. Usually the purpose of the journal will dictate the major assess
ment criterion. Effort as exhibited in the thoroughness of students’ entries will nc
doubt be important. Also, the extent to which entries reflect the processing o
course content might be considered. Maintain reliability by adhering conscien:
tiously to the criteria that you have set up.

5. Provide optimal feedback in your responses. McNamara (1998, p. 39) rec
ommended three different kinds of feedback to journals:

1. cheerleading feedback, in which you celebrate successes with the students or
encourage them to persevere through difficulties,

2. instructional feedback, in which you suggest strategies or materials, suggest
ways to fine-tune strategy use, or instruct students in their writing, and

3. reality-check feedback, in which you help the students set more realistic
expectations for their language abilities.

The ultimate purpose of responding to student journal entries is well captured
in McNamara's threefold classification of feedback. Responding to journals is a very
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personalized matter, but closely attending to the objectives for writing the journa!
and its specific directions for an entry will focus those responses appropriately.

Peer responses to journals may be appropriate if journal comments are rela-
tively “cognitive,” as opposed to very personal. Personal comments could make stu-
dents feel threatened by other pairs of eyes on their inner thoughts and feelings.

6. Designate appropriate time frames and schedules for review. Journals
like portfolios, need to be esteemed by students as integral parts of a course. There-
fore, it is essential to budget enough time within a curriculum for both writing jour-
nals and for your written responses. Set schedules for submitting journal entries
periodically; return them in short order.

7. Provide formative, washback-giving final comments. Journals, perhaps
even more than portfolios, are the most formative of all the alternatives in assess-
ment. They are day-by-day (or at least weekly) chronicles of progress whose pur-
pose is to provide a thread of continuous assessment and reassessment, to recognize
mid-stream direction changes, and/or to refocus on goals. Should you reduce a final
assessment of such a procedure to a grade or a score? Some say yes, some say no
(Peyton & Reed, 1990), but it appears to be in keeping with the formative nature of
journals not to do so. Credit might be given for the process of actually writing the
journal, and possibly a distinction might be made among high, moderate, and low
effort and/or quality. But to accomplish the goal of positive washback, narrative
summary comments and suggestions are clearly in order.

In sum, how do journals score on principles of assessment? Practicality remains
relatively low, although the appropriation of electronic communication increases
practicality by offering teachers and students convenient, rapid (and legible!) means
of responding. Reliability can be maintained by the journal entries adhering 1o
stated purposes and objectives, but because of individual variations in writing and
the accompanying variety of responses, reliability may reach only a moderate level
Content and face validity are very high if the journal entries are closely interwoven
with curriculum goals (which in turn reflect real-world needs). In the category of
washback, the potential in dialogue journals is off the charts!

CONFERENCES AND INTERVIEWS

For a number of years, conferences have been a routine part of language classrooms
especially of courses in writing. In Chapter 9, reference was made to conferencing as
a standard part of the process approach to teaching writing, in which the teacher. in
a conversation about a draft, facilitates the improvement of the written work. Such
interaction has the advantage of one-on-one interaction between teacher and student
and the teacher’s being able to direct feedback toward a student’s specific needs.

Conferences are not limited to drafts of written work. Including portfolios and
journals discussed above, the list of possible functions and subject matter for con-
ferencing is substantial:
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» commenting on drafts of essays and reports

« reviewing portfolios

» responding to journals

= advising on a student’s plan for an oral presentation

e assessing a proposal for a project

» giving feedback on the results of performance on a test
+ clarifying understanding of a reading

« exploring strategies-based options for enhancement or compensation
» focusing on aspects of oral production

» checking a student’s self-assessment of a performance

+ setting personal goals for the near future

+ assessing general progress in a course

Conferences must assume that the teacher plays the role of a facilitator and
guide, not of an administrator, of a formal assessment. In this intrinsically motivating
atmosphere, students need to understand that the teacher is an ally who is encour-
aging self-reflection and improvement. So that the student will be as candid as pos-
sible in self-assessing, the teacher should not consider a conference as something to
be scored or graded. Conferences are by nature formative, not summative, and their
primary purpose is to offer positive washback.

Genesee and Upshur (1996, p. 110) offered a number of generic kinds of ques-
tions that may be useful to pose in a conference:

e What did you like about this work?

+ What do you think you did well?

« How does it show improvement from previous work? Can you show me the
improvement?

*» Are there things about this work you do not like? Are there things you would
like to improve?

= Did you have any difficulties with this piece of work? If so, where, and what
did you do [will you do] to overcome them?

» What strategies did you use to figure out the meaning of words you could not

understand?

What did you do when you did not know a word that you wanted to write?

Discussions of alternatives in assessment usually encompass one specialized
kind of conference: an interview. This term is intended to denote a context in
which a teacher interviews a student for a designated assessment purpose. (We are
not talking about a student conducting an interview of others in order to gather
information on a topic.) Interviews may have one or more of several possible goals,
in which the teacher

« assesses the student’s oral production,
« ascertains a student’s needs before designing a course or curriculum,
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« seeks to discover a student’s learning styles and preferences,
+ asks a student to assess his or her own performance, and
« requests an evaluation of a course.

One overriding principle of effective interviewing centers on the nature of the
questions that will be asked. It is easy for teachers to assume that interviews are just
informal conversations and that they need little or no preparation. To maintain the
all-important reliability factor, interview questions should be constructed carefully
to elicit as focused a response as possible. When interviewing for oral production
assessment, for example, a highly specialized set of probes is necessary to accom-
plish predetermined objectives. (Look back at Chapter 7, where oral interviews
were discussed.)

Because interviews have multiple objectives, as noted above, it is difficult to
generalize principles for conducting them, but the following guidelines may help to
frame the questions efficiently:

1. Offer an initial atmosphere of warmth and anxiety-lowering (warm-up).
Begin with relatively simple questions.

Continue with level-check and probe questions, but adapt to the interviewee
as needed.

Frame questions simply and directly.

Focus on only one factor for each question. Do not combine several objec-
tives in the same question.

Be prepared to repeat or reframe questions that are not understood.

. Wind down with friendly and reassuring closing comments.

ol
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How do conferences and interviews score in terms of principles of assessment?
Their practicality, as is true for many of the alternatives to assessment, is low because
they are time-consuming. Reliability will vary between conferences and interviews.
In the case of conferences, it may not be important to have rater reliability because
the whole purpose is to offer individualized attention, which will vary greatly from
student to student. For interviews, a relatively high level of reliability should be
maintained with careful attention to objectives and procedures. Face validity for
both can be maintained at a high level due to their individualized nature. As long as
the subject matter of the conference/interview is clearly focused on the course and
course objectives, content validity should also be upheld. Washback potential and
authenticity are high for conferences. but possibly only moderate for interviews
unless the results of the interview are clearly folded into subsequent learning,.

OBSERVATIONS

All teachers, whether they are aware of it or not. observe their students in the class
room almost constantly, Virtually every question, every response, and almost ever




IEREARARFAT

i

CHAPTER 10 Beyond Tests: Alternatives in Assessment 267

nonverbal behavior is, at some level of perception, noticed. All those intuitive per-
ceptions are stored as little bits and pieces of information about students that can
form a composite impression of a student’s ability. Without ever administering a test
or a quiz, teachers know a lot about their students. In fact, experienced teachers are
so good at this almost subliminal process of assessment that their estimates of a stu-
dent’s competence are often highly correlated with actual independently adminis-
tered test scores. (See Acton, 1979, for an example.)

How do all these chunks of information become stored in a teacher’s brain
cells? Usually not through rating sheets and checklists and carefully completed
observation charts. Still, teachers’ intuitions about students’ performance are not
infallible, and certainly both the reliability and face validity of their feedback to stu-
dents can be increased with the help of empirical means of observing their lan-
guage performance. The value of systematic observation of students has becn
extolled for decades (Flanders, 1970; Moskowitz, 1971; Spada & Frélich, 1995), and
its utilization greatly enhances a teacher’s intuitive impressions by offering tangible
corroboration of conclusions. Occasionally, intuitive information is disconfirmed by
observation data.

We will not be concerned in this section with the kind of observation that rates
a formal presentation or any other prepared, prearranged performance in which the
student is fully aware of some evaluative measure being applied, and in which the
teacher scores or comments on the performance. We are talking about observation
as a systematic, planned procedure for real-time, almost surreptitious recording of
student verbal and nonverbal behavior. One of the objectives of such observation is
to assess students without their awareness (and possible consequent anxiety) of the
observation so that the naturalness of their linguistic performance is maximized.

What kinds of student performance can be usefully observed? Consider the fol-
lowing possibilities:

Potential observation foci

* sentence-level oral production skills (see microskills, Chapter 7)
—pronunciation of target sounds, intonation, etc.
—grammatical features (verb tenses, question formation, etc.)
s discourse-level skills (conversation rules, turn-taking, and other macroskills)
* interaction with classmates (cooperation, frequency of oral production)
e reactions to particular students, optimal productive pairs and groups, which
“zones” of the classroom are more vocal, etc.
frequency of student-initiated responses (whole class, group work)
quality of teacher-elicited responses
latencies, pauses, silent periods (number of seconds, minutes, etc.)
length of utterances
evidence of listening comprehension (questions, clarifications, attention-
giving verbal and nonverbal behavior)




268  cHaPTER 10 Beyond Tests: Alternatives in Assessment

* affective states (apparent self-esteem, extroversion, anxiety, motivation, etc.)

e evidence of attention-span issues, learning style preferences, etc.

¢ students’ verbal or nonverbal response to materials, types of activities,
teaching styles

* use of strategic options in comprehension or production (use of
communication strategies, avoidance, etc.)

e culturally specific linguistic and nonverbal factors (kinesics; proxemics; use
of humor, slang, metaphor, etc.)

The list could be even more specific to suit the characteristics of students, the
focus of a lesson or module, the objectives of a curriculum, and other factors.The list
might expand, as well, to include other possible observed performance. In order to
carry out classroom observation, it is of course important to take the following steps:

Determine the specific objectives of the observation.

Decide how many students will be observed at one time.

Set up the logistics for making unnoticed observations.

Design a system for recording observed performances.

Do not overestimate the number of different elements you can observe at one
time—Kkeep them very limited.

Plan how many observations you will make.

. Determine specifically how vou will use the results.

e D

o

Designing a system for observing is no simple task. Recording your observa-
tions can take the form of anecdotal records, checklists, or rating scales. Anecdotal
records should be as specific as possible in focusing on the objective of the obser
vation, but they are so varied in form that to suggest formats here would be coun-
terproductive. Their very purpose is more note-taking than record-keeping. The kev
is to devise a system that maintains the principle of reliability as closely as possible

Checklists are a viable alternative for recording observation results. Some check-
lists of student classroom performance, such as the COLT observation scheme devisec
by Spada and Frohlich (1995), are elaborate grids referring to such variables as

» whole-class, group, and individual participation,

« content of the topic,

» linguistic competence (form, function, discourse, sociolinguistic),
+ materials being used, and

= skill (listening, speaking, reading, writing),

with subcategories for each variable. The observer identifies an activity or episods
as well as the starting time for each, and checks appropriate boxes along the gric
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Completing such a form in real time may present some difficulty with so many fac-
tors to attend to at once.

Checklists can also be quite simple, which is a better option for focusing on
only a few factors within real time. On one occasion 1 assigned teachers the task of
noting occurrences of student errors in third-person singular, plural, and -ing mor-
phemes across a period of six weeks. Their records needed to specify only the
number of occurrences of each and whether each occurrence of the error was
ignored, treated by the teacher, or self-corrected. Believe it or not, this was not an
easy task! Simply noticing errors is hard enough, but making entries on even a very
simple checklist required careful attention. The checklist looked like this:

Observation checklist, student errors

Grammatical Feature

Third person singular  Plural/s/  -ing progressive

Ignored I I 111
Treated by the teacher | |
Self-corrected [ [

Each of the 30-odd checklists that were eventually completed represented a two-
hour class period and was filled in with “ticks” to show the occurrences and the
follow-up in the appropriate cell.

Rating scales have also been suggested for recording observations. One type of
rating scale asks teachers to indicate the frequency of occurrence of target perfor-
mance on a separate frequency scale (always = 5:never = 1). Another is a holistic
assessment scale, like the TWE scale described in the previous chapter or the OPI
scale discussed in Chapter 7, that requires an overall assessment within a number of
categories (for example, vocabulary usage, grammatical correctness, fluency). Rating
scales may be appropriate for recording observations after the fact—on the same
day but after class, for example. Specific quantities of occurrences may be difficult
to record while teaching a lesson and managing a classroom, but immediate subse-
quent evaluations can include some data on observations that would otherwise fade
from memory in a day or so.

If you scrutinize observations under the microscope of principles of assess-
ment, you will probably find moderate practicality and reliability in this type of pro-
cedure, especially if the objectives are kept very simple. Face validity and content
validity are likely to get high marks since observations are likely to be integrated into
the ongoing process of a course, Washback is only moderate if you do little follow-
up on observing. Some observations for research purposes may yield no washback
whatever if the researcher simply disappears with the information and never com-
municates anything back to the student. But a subsequent conference with a student
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can then yield very high washback as the student is made aware of empirical datz
on targeted performance. Authenticity is high because, if an observation goes rel:
tively unnoticed by the student, then there is little likelihood of contrived contexts

or playacting.

SELF- AND PEER-ASSESSMENTS

A conventional view of language assessment might consider the notion of seis
and peer-assessment as an absurd reversal of politically correct power relatios
ships. After all, how could learners who are still in the process of acquisition, es
pecially the early processes, be capable of rendering an accurate assessment o
their own performance? Nevertheless, a closer look at the acquisition of any skit
reveals the importance, if not the necessity, of self-assessment and the benefit o
peer-assessment. What successful learner has not developed the ability to monitos
his or her own performance and to use the data gathered for adjustments and co-
rections? Most successful learners extend the learning process well beyond ths
classroom and the presence of a teacher or tutor, autonomously mastering the a=
of self-assessment. Where peers are available to render assessments, the advantage
of such additional input is obvious.

Self-assessment derives its theoretical justification from a number of wel-
established principles of second language acquisition. The principle of autonomy
stands out as one of the primary foundation stones of successful learning. The
ability to set one’s own goals both within and beyond the structure of a classroom
curriculum, to pursue them without the presence of an external prod, and to inde-
pendently monitor that pursuit are all keys to success. Developing intrinsic mot:
vation that comes from a self-propelled desire to excel is at the top of the list «
successful acquisition of any set of skills.

Peer-assessment appeals to similar principles, the most obvious of which is coop-
erative learning. Many people go through a whole regimen of education fro=
kindergarten up through a graduate degree and never come to appreciate the value <
collaboration in learning—the benefit of a community of learners capable of teaching
each other something. Peer-assessment is simply one arm of a plethora of tasks anc
procedures within the domain of learner-centered and collaborative education.

Researchers (such as Brown & Hudson, 1998) agree that the above theoretice
underpinnings of self- and peer-assessment offer certain benefits: direct involvemern:
of students in their own destiny, the encouragement of autonomy, and increasec
motivation because of their self-involvement. Of course, some noteworthy draw
backs must also be taken into account. Subjectivity is a primary obstacle to oves
come. Students may be either too harsh on themselves or too self-flattering, or thes
may not have the necessary tools to make an accurate assessment. Also, especial’
in the case of direct assessments of performance (see below), they may not be abi=
to discern their own errors. In contrast, Bailey (1998) conducted a study in which
learners showed moderately high correlations (between .58 and .64) between sei*
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rated oral production ability and scores on the OPI, which suggests that in th

assessment of general competence, learners’ self-assessments may be more accurat
than one might suppose.

Types of Self- and Peer-Assessment

It is important to distinguish among several different types of self- and peer-assessmen
and to apply them accordingly. I have borrowed from widely accepted classifica
tions of strategic options to create five categories of self- and peer-assessment
(1) direct assessment of performance, (2) indirect assessment of performance

(3) metacognitive assessment, (4) assessment of socioaffective factors, and (5) stu
dent self-generated tests.

1. Assessment of [a specific] performance. In this category, a student typically
monitors him- or herself—in either oral or written production—and renders some
kind of evaluation of performance. The evaluation takes place immediately or very
soon after the performance. Thus, having made an oral presentation, the student (or
a peer) fills out a checklist that rates performance on a defined scale. Or perhaps
the student views a video-recorded lecture and completes a self-corrected compre-
hension quiz. A journal may serve as a tool for such self-assessment. Peer editing is
an excellent example of direct assessment of a specific performance.

Today, the availability of media opens up a number of possibilities for self- and
peer-assessment beyond the classroom. Internet sites such as Dave's ESL Café
(http://www.eslcafe.com/ ) offer many self-correcting quizzes and tests. On this
and other similar sites, a learner may access a grammar or vocabulary quiz on the
Internet and then self-score the result, which may be followed by comparing with a
partner. Television and film media also offer convenient resources for self- and peer-
assessment. Gardner (1996) recommended that students in non-English-speaking
countries access bilingual news, films, and television programs and then self-assess
their comprehension ability. He also noted that video versions of movies with sub-

titles can be viewed first without the subtitles, then with them, as another form of
self- and/or peer-assessment.

2. Indirect assessment of [general] competence. Indirect self- or peer-assessment
targets larger slices of time with a view to rendering an evaluation of general ability,
as opposed to one specific, relatively time-constrained performance. The distinction
between direct and indirect assessments is the classic competence-performance
distinction. Self- and peer-assessments of performance are limited in time and focus
to a relatively short performance. Assessments of competence may encompass a
lesson over several days, a module, or even a whole term of course work, and the
objective is to ignore minor, nonrepeating performance flaws and thus to evaluate

general ability. A list of attributes can offer a scaled rating, from “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree.” on such items as these:
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Indirect self-assessment rating scale

I demonstrate active listening in class.

I volunteer my comments in small-group work,
When | don’t know a word, | guess from context.
My pronunciation is very clear.

I make very few mistakes in verb tenses.

| use logical connectors in my writing.
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In a successful experiment to introduce self-assessment in his advanced inter-
mediate pre-university ESL class, Phillips (2000) created a questionnaire (Figure
10.2) through which his students evaluated themselves on their class participation.
The items were simply formatted with just three options to check for each category,
which made the process easy for students to perform. They completed the ques-
tionnaire at midterm, which was followed up immediately with a teacher-student
conference during which students identified weaknesses and set goals for the
remainder of the term.

Of course, indirect self- and peer-assessment is not confined to scored rating
sheets and questionnaires. An ideal genre for self-assessment is through journals.
where students engage in more open-ended assessment and/or make their own fur-
ther comments on the results of completed checklists.

3. Metacognitive assessment [for setting goals]. Some kinds of evaluation are
more strategic in nature, with the purpose not just of viewing past performance or
competence but of setting goals and maintaining an eye on the process of their pur-
suit. Personal goal-setting has the advantage of fostering intrinsic motivation and os
providing learners with that extra-special impetus from having set and accom-
plished one’s own goals. Strategic planning and self-monitoring can take the form
of journal entries, choices from a list of possibilities, questionnaires, or cooperative
(oral) pair or group planning.

A simple illustration of goalsetting self-assessment was offered by Smolen
Newman, Wathen, and Lee (1995). In response to the assignment of making “goz
cards,” a middle-school student wrote:

1. My goal for thisx week iy to- stop duwing reading and predict
what it going to- happesw next invthe story.

2. My goal for thisx week iy to- funish writing my Supermarv stovy.
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CLASS PARTICIPATION

Please fill out this questionnaire by checking the appropriate box:

Yes, Definitely

Sometimes

Not Yet
1

A. | attend class.

| come to class.

I come to class on time.
Comments:

| ask the teacher questions.

Comments:

in class.

asks.

| answer questions that my
classmates ask.

Comments:

{C, Wand R).
| offer my opinion.

| cooperate with my group
members,

O

Y S N

oo

oood
B. 1 usually ask questions in class.

Oood
| ask my classmates questions. Ooog
C. I usually answer questions
| answer questions that the teacher  [] [] []

goao
D. 1 participate in group-work.
| take equal turns in all three roles ] [ [

oog
ood

ooo

I use appropriate classroom
janguage.

Comments:

E. | participate in pair-work.
| offer my opinion.
| cooperate with my partner.

| use appropriate classroom
language.

Comments;

O0n0 =
O00 «»
oo0gd=z

F. | participate in whole-class
discussions.

| make comments.
| ask questions.
| answer questions.

| respond to things someone else
says.

I clarify things someone else says.

| use the new vocabulary.
Comments:

o0 oood
OO0 O000
o0 Ooood

G. | listen actively in class.

I listen actively to the teacher.

| listen actively to my classmates.
Comments:

oo
oo
oo

H. | complete the peer-reviews.

| complete all of the peer-reviews.

| respond to every question.
| give specific examples.
| offer suggestions.

| use appropriate classroom
language.

Comments:

o o O
ooooo
ooogoo

Figure 10.2. Self-assessment of class participation (Phillips, 2000)
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On the back of this same card, which was filled out at the end of the week, was
the student’s self-assessment:

The furst goal help me understand a lot whew I'mw reading.
I met my goal for this week.

Brown’s (1999) New Vistas series offers end-of-chapter self-evaluation checklists
that give students the opportunity to think about the extént to which they have
reached a desirable competency level in the specific objectives of the unit. Figure 10.3
shows a sample of this “checkpoint” feature. Through this technique, students are
reminded of the communication skills they have been focusing on and are given a
chance to identify those that are essentially accomplished, those that are not yet ful-
filled, and those that need more work. The teacher follow-up is to spend more time
on items on which a number of students checked "sometimes” or “not yet,” or possibly
to individualize assistance to students working on their own points of challenge.

I can Yes! Sometimes Not Yet

say the time in different ways.

describe an ongoing action.

ask about and describe what people are wearing.
offer help.

accept or decline an offer of help.

ask about and describe the weather and seasons.
write a letter.

OooooOd
oooogono
OooOdgono

Figure 10.3. Self-assessment of lesson objectives (Brown, 1999, p. 59)

4. Socioaffective assessment. Yet another type of self- and peer-assessmen:
comes in the form of methods of examining affective factors in learning. Such a2«
sessment is quite different from looking at and planning linguistic aspects of acqu-
sition. It requires looking at oneself through a psychological lens and may not differ
greatly from self-assessment across a number of subject-matter areas or for any s
of personal skills. When learners resolve to assess and improve motivation, to gaugs
and lower their own anxiety, to find mental or emotional obstacles to learning an-
then plan to overcome those barriers, an all-important socioaffective domain is =
voked. A checklist form of such items may look like many of the questionnaire items
in Brown (2002), in which test-takers must indicate preference for one stateme=
over the one on the opposite side:
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Self-assessment of styles (Brown, 2002, pp. 2, 13)

| don’t mind if people laugh at A B CD |getembarrassed if people
me when | speak. laugh at me when | speak.
I like rules and exact information. A B C D | like general guidelines

and uncertain information.

In the same book, multiple intelligences are self-assessed on a scale of definite
agreement (4) to definite disagreement (1):

Self-assessment of multiple intelligences (Brown, 2002, p. 37)

4 3 21 | like memorizing words.

4 3 2 1 | like the teacher to explain grammar to me.
4 3 21 I like making charts and diagrams.

4 3 2 1 I like drama and role plays.

4 3 2 1 | like singing songs in English.

4 3 2 1 | like group and pair interaction.

4 3 2 1 | like self-reflection and journal writing.

The New Vistas series (Brown, 1999) also presents an end-of-unit section on
“Learning Preferences” that calls for self-assessment of an individual’s learning pref-
erences (Figure 10.4). This information is of value to both teacher and student in
identifying preferred styles, especially through subsequent determination to capi-
talize on preferences and to compensate for styles that are less than preferred.

Learning Preferences

Think about the work you did in this unit. Put a check next to the items that helped you
learn the lessons. Put two checks next to the ones that helped a lot.

[0 [ Listening to the teacher [ [ Listening to the tapes and doing
[0 O Working by myself exercises

[0 [ Working with a partner [0 [0 Reading

[0 OO Working with a group [0 [ Wiriting paragraphs

[0 [ Asking the teacher questions [1 [0 Using the Internet

Figure 10.4. Self-assessment of learning preferences (Brown, 1999, p. 59)

5. Student-generated tests. A final type of assessment that is not usually classi-
fied strictly as self- or peer-assessment is the technique of engaging students in the
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process of constructing tests themselves, The traditional view of what a test is
would never allow students to engage in test construction, but student-generated
tests can be productive, intrinsically motivating, autonomy-building processes.

Gorsuch (1998) found that student-generated quiz items transformed routine
weekly quizzes into a collaborative and fulfilling experience. Students in small
groups were directed to create content questions on their reading passages and to
collectively choose six vocabulary items for inclusion on the quiz. The process of
creating questions and choosing lexical items served as a more powerful reinforce-
ment of the reading than any teacher-designed quiz could ever be. To add further
interest, Gorsuch directed students to keep records of their own scores to plot their
progress through the term,

Murphey (1995), another champion of self- and peer-generated tests, success-
fully employed the technique of directing students to generate their own lists of
words, grammatical concepts, and content that they think are important over the
course of a unit. The list is synthesized by Murphey into a list for review, and all
items on the test come from the list. Students thereby have a voice in determining
the content of tests. On other occasions, Murphey has used what he calls “interac-
tive pair tests” in which students assess each other using a set of quiz items. One stu-
dent’s response aptly summarized the impact of this technique:

We had a test today. But it way not atest, because we could study
for it beforehand. I gave some questions to- my partner and my
partner gave we some questions. And we studenty decided what
grade we should get. I hate testy, but I Like thisy kind of test. So-
please dow't give uy av suuprise test. I think; that kind of test that
we did today iy move wseful for me thaw av surprise test because I
study for it.

Many educators agree that one of the primary purposes in administering tests
is to stimulate review and integration, which is exactly what student-generatec
testing does, but almost without awareness on the students’ part that they are
reviewing the material. [ have seen a number of instances of teachers successfullv
facilitating students in the self-construction of tests. The process engenders intrinsic
involvement in reviewing objectives and selecting and designing items for the final
form of the test. The teacher of course needs to set certain parameters for such a
project and be willing to assist learners in designing items.

Guidelines for Self- and Peer-Assessment

Self- and peer-assessment are among the best possible formative types of assess
ment and possibly the most rewarding, but they must be carefully designed anc
administered for them to reach their potential. Four guidelines will help teachers
bring this intrinsically motivating task into the classroom successfully.
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1. Tell students the purpose of the assessment. Self-assessment is a process
that many students—especially those in traditional educational systems—will ini-
tially find quite uncomfortable.They need to be sold on the concept. It is therefore
essential that you carefully analyze the needs that will be met in offering both self-
and peer-assessment opportunities, and then convey this information to students.

2. Define the task(s) clearly. Make sure the students know exactly what they
are supposed to do. If you are offering a rating sheet or questionnaire, the task is not
complex, but an open-ended journal entry could leave students perplexed about what
to write. Guidelines and models will be of great help in clarifying the procedures.

3. Encourage impartial evaluation of performance or ability. One of the
greatest drawbacks to self-assessment is the threat of subjectivity. By showing stu-
dents the advantage of honest, objective opinions, you can maximize the beneficial
washback of self-assessments. Peer-assessments, too, are vulnerable to unreliability
as students apply varying standards to their peers. Clear assessment criteria can go
a long way toward encouraging objectivity.

4. Ensure beneficial washback through follow-up tasks. It is not enough to
simply toss a self-checklist at students and then walk away. Systematic follow-up can
be accomplished through further self-analysis, journal reflection, written feedback
from the teacher, conferencing with the teacher, purposeful goal-setting by the stu-
dent, or any combination of the above.

A Taxonomy of Self- and Peer-Assessment Tasks

To sum up the possibilities for self- and peer-assessment, it is helpful to consider a

variety of tasks within each of the four skills.

Self- and peer-assessment tasks

Listening Tasks

listening to TV or radio broadcasts and checking comprehension with a partner
listening to bilingual versions of a broadcast and checking comprehension
asking when you don’t understand something in pair or group work

listening to an academic lecture and checking yourself on a “quiz” of the content
setting goals for creating/increasing opportunities for listening

Speaking Tasks

filling out student self-checklists and questionnaires

using peer checklists and questionnaires

rating someone’s oral presentation (holistically)

detecting pronunciation or grammar errors on a self-recording
asking others for confirmation checks in conversational settings
setting goals for creating/increasing opportunities for speaking
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Reading Tasks

reading passages with self-check comprehension questions following
reading and checking comprehension with a partner

taking vocabulary quizzes

taking grammar and vocabulary quizzes on the Internet

conducting self-assessment of reading habits

setting goals for creating/increasing opportunities for reading

Writing Tasks

revising written work on your own

revising written work with a peer (peer editing)

proofreading

using journal writing for reflection, assessment, and goal-setting
setting goals for creating/increasing opportunities for writing

An evaluation of self- and peer-assessment according to our classic principles
of assessment yields a pattern that is quite consistent with other alternatives to
assessment that have been analyzed in this chapter. Practicality can achieve a mod-
erate level with such procedures as checklists and questionnaires, while reliability
risks remaining at a low level, given the variation within and across learners. Once
students accept the notion that they can legitimately assess themselves, then face
validity can be raised from what might otherwise be a low level. Adherence to
course objectives will maintain a high degree of content validity. Authenticity and
washback both have very high potential because students are centering on their
own linguistic needs and are receiving useful feedback.

Table 10.1 is a summary of all six of the alternatives in assessment with regard
to their fulfillment of the major assessment principles. The caveat that must accom-

Table 10.1. Principled evaluation of alternatives to assessment
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Practicality low low low mod mod mod
Reliability mod mod low mod mod low
Face validity high mod high high high mod
Content validity high high high high high high
Washback high high high mod mod high
Authenticity high high high mod high high
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pany such a chart is that none of the evaluative “marks” should be considerec
permanent or unchangeable. In fact, the challenge that was presented at the begin
ning of the chapter is reiterated here: take the "low” factors in the chart and creatc
assessment procedures that raise those marks,

s § § § S

Perhaps it is now clear why “alternatives in assessment” is a more appropriate
phrase than “alternative assessment.” To set traditional testing and alternatives
against each other is counterproductive. All kinds of assessment, from formal con-
ventional procedures to informal and possibly unconventional tasks, are needed to
assemble information on students. The alternatives covered in this chapter may not
be markedly different from some of the tasks described in the preceding four chap-
ters (assessing listening, speaking, reading, and writing). When we put all of this
together, we have at our disposal an amazing array of possible assessment tasks for
second language learners of English. The alternatives presented in this chapter
simply expand that continuum of possibilities.

EXERCISES

[Note: (D Individual work; (G) Group or pair work; (C) Whole-class discussion.]

1. (C) Using Brown and Hudson’s (1998) 12 characteristics of alternatives in
assessment (quoted at the beginning of the chapter), discuss the differences
between traditional and "alternative” assessment. Some performance assess-
ments are relatively traditional (oral interview, essay writing, demonstrations),
yet they fit most of the criteria for alternatives in assessment. In this light, iden-
tify a continuum of assessments, ranging from highly traditional to alternative.

2. (G) In a small group, refer to Figure 10.1, which depicts the relationship
between practicality/reliability and authenticity/washback. With each group
assigned to a separate skill area (L, S, R, W), select perhaps 10 or 12 techniques
that were described earlier in this book and place them into this same graph.
Show your graph to the rest of the class and explain.

3. (G) In pairs or groups assigned to procure a sample of a portfolio from a
teacher you know, or from a school you have some connection with, evaluate
the portfolio on as many of the seven guidelines (pages 257-259) as possible.
Present the portfolio and your evaluation to the rest of the class.

4. (G) In pairs or groups, follow the same procedure as #3 above for a
journal.

5. (1/C) If possible, observe a teacher-student conference or a student-student
peer-assessment. The most common type of conference might be over a draft
of an essay. Report back to the class on what you observed and offer an evalu-
ation of its effectiveness.
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6. (I/C) Plan to observe an ES/FL class. Select specific students to observe, and
define the form of linguistic performance you will focus on. Such an observation
could include attention to students’ processing of the teacher’s error treatment.
Report your findings to the class.

7. (C) Look at the self-assessments in Figures 10.2, 10.3, and 10.4. Evaluate their
effectiveness in terms of the guidelines offered in this chapter.

8. (G) At the end of the chapter, Table 10.1 offers a broad estimate of the extent
to which the alternatives to assessment in this chapter measure up to basic
principles of assessment. In pairs or small groups, each assigned to one of the
six alternatives, decide whether you agree with these evaluations. Defend
your decisions and report them to the rest of the class.

FOR YOUR FURTHER READING

Brown, J.D. (Ed.)) (1998). New ways of classroom assessment. Alexandria, VA:
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages.

This volume in TESOL's “New Ways” series offers an array of nontraditional
assessment procedures. Each procedure indicates its appropriate level,
objective, class time required, and suggested preparation time. Included are
examples of portfolios, journals, logs, conferences, and self- and peer-
assessment. Alternatives to traditional assessment of listening, speaking,
reading, and writing are also given. All techniques were contributed by
teachers in varying contexts around the world.

O’'Malley, J. Michael, and Valdez Pierce, Lorraine. (1996.) Authentic assessment for
English language learners: Practical approaches for teachers, White Plains, NY:
Addison-Wesley.

This practical guide for teachers targets English Language Learners (ELLs)
from K-12, but has applications beyond this context. It is a valuable col-
lection of techniques and procedures for carrying out performance assess-
ments that are authentic and that offer beneficial washback to learners. It
contains reproducible checklists, rating scales, and charts that can be
adapted to one's own context. It offers a comprehensive treatment of port-
folios, journals, observations, and self- and peer-assessments.

TESOL Journal 5 (Autumn, 1995). Special Issue on Alternative Assessment.

This entire issue is devoted to alternatives in assessment. Included are arti-
cles from practicing teachers on portfolios, self-assessment, collaborative
teacher assessment, test review activities, and general reflections on the
benefits of assessment that promotes collaboration and reflection.
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GRADING AND STUDENT
EVALUATION

Grades must be the most-talked-about topic in anyone’s school years.

“How’d you do, Jennifer?”
“Oh, pretty good. Got an A minus.”
“Wow, that'’s cool. I did so-s0. Got a B

“Ready for the test tomorrow?”

“No, gotta pull an all-nighter, I think."

“Oh, yeah, how've you been doing in the course?”
“Barely squeaking by with a C. You?”

“Not bad. Somewhere in the B range.”

“Did you hear about Christina? Professor Kind gave her an A!”
“You're kidding. Christina? She was never in class”
“Yeah, maybe that winning smile helped some.”

“Mr. Smart, I see that your overall GPA is a 4.3 out of 47

“Well, uh, yes sir, I took quite a few advanced placement courses.”
“Splendid work, Mr. Smart. Outstanding”

“Oh, thank you, Dr. Dean, thank you.”

“Yes, we certainly would welcome you into the College of Hard Knocks!”

Isn’t it ironic that untold hours of reading, listening to lectures, note-taking,
writing papers, doing assignments, and going to classes are invariably reduced to
one of five letters of the alphabet? And after all that grueling labor, the only thing
that seems to really matter is that the letter goes onto a transcript? Even more mys-
terious is that those tiny little letters actually mean something: a person’s whole
sense of academic self-esteem is summed up and contained in one alphabetic
symbol. An A: I'm really, really okay! A C—: Ouch, not so good, something wrong
with me. An F (God forbid): Woe is me, wretched soul that I am.

281
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If our lives are too often controlled by tests, as mentioned in the opening lines
of this book, then our educational lives are certainly governed by the grades that are
greatly determined by those tests. Educational systems define honors students, mar-
ginal students, college-bound students, exceptional students (on either end of the
scale), failing students, and average students not so much by the quality of their per-
formance(s) and not necessarily by demonstrated skills that have been observed, but
rather by grades.

Perhaps even more ironic is that the standards for assigning grades are extra-
ordinarily variable across teachers, subject matter, courses, programs, institutions,
school systems, and even cultures. Every institution from high school on up has
its “easy” teachers and “tough” teachers who differ in their grading standards.
Sometimes mathematics and science courses gain the reputation for being strict
in assigning grades because one incorrect part of a complicated problem means
a failing grade. Certain institutions are “known” by transcript evaluators to be
stingy with high grades, and therefore a B in those places is equivalent to an A in
others. American grading systems are demonstrably different from some systems
in Europe and Asia; a course grade of 85 percent may be considered noteworthy
in some countries, while in the United States the same percentage score isa B or
possibly a B—.

Books and manuals on language assessment generally omit the topic of grading
and student evaluation, and possibly for good reason. Focusing on the evaluation of
a plethora of different separate assessment procedures may be sufficient for a
course in language testing and assessment, without the complexity of tackling the
summing up of all those assessments. On the other hand, every new teacher that !
know has questions about grading, and every experienced teacher has opinions, and
therefore a book about language assessment would not be complete without dis-
cussing a few principles and practices of grading.

This chapter addresses topics like these: What should grades reflect? How
should different objectives, tasks, and components of a course figure into a formula
for calculating grades? How do cultural and institutional philosophies dictate stan-
dards for grading? How can a teacher achieve reliability in grading students? Whas:
are some alternatives to letter grades? From this discussion, we will be able to derive
some generalizations about the nature of grading, some principles of grading, and
some specific guidelines to follow in assigning grades.

PHILOSOPHY OF GRADING: WHAT SHOULD GRADES REFLECT?

You are teaching a course in English in a context of your choice (choose a country
institutional situation, course content, and proficiency level). You have been given
a questionnaire to fill out (see page 283). Complete the questionnaire now, before
reading on.
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Grading questionnaire

Directions: Look at the items below and circle the letters for all items that
should be considered (however greatly or minimally) in a set of criteria for
determining a final grade in a course.

a. language performance of the student as formally demonstrated on
tests, quizzes, and other explicitly scored procedures
b. your intuitive, informal observation of the student’s language
performance
c. oral participation in class
d. improvement (over the entire course period)
e. behavior in class (“deportment”)—being cooperative, polite,
disruptive, etc.
f. effort
g. motivation
h. punctuality and attendance
@ i. how many times the student brings you chocolate chip cookies

Now look back at the items you circled, and in the blank next to those items
only, write in a percentage that represents the weight that you would assign to
each circled item. Make sure your total percentages add up to 100. If they
don't, adjust them until they do.

By completing this exercise, you have made a quick, intuitive allocation of fac-
tors that you think should be included in deciding the final grade for a course. In the
second part of the exercise, you have also established a weighting system for each
factor. You have essentially begun to articulate a philosophy of grading—at least for
this (possibly hypothetical) course.

In a recent administration of this questionnaire to teachers at the American
Language Institute at San Francisco State University, the item on which the teachers
had most agreement was item (a), which received percentage allocations from
50 percent to 75 percent. It is safe to assert that formal tests, quizzes, exercises,
homework, essays, reports, presentations—all of which are usually marked in some
way (with a grade, a “check” system [such as /+, /, or /—],a score, or a credit/no
credit notation)—are universally accepted as primary criteria for determining
grades. These tasks and assignments represent observable performance and can be
conveniently recorded in a teacher’s record book.

Items (b) and (c¢) also drew relatively strong support, but a word of caution is
in order here. If intuitive, informal observations by the teacher figure into the final
grade, it is very important to inform the students in advance how those observations
and impressions will be recorded throughout the semester. Likewise, if oral partici-
pation is listed as one of the objectives of a course and is listed as a factor in a final
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grade, the challenge to all teachers is to quantify that participation as clearly and
directly as possible. Leaving either of these factors to a potentially whimsical or
impressionistic evaluation at the end of the course not only risks unnecessary unre-
liability but leaves the student at the mercy of the teacher. Failure to decide bhow
informal assessments and observations will be summed up risks confusing a stu-
dent’s “nice” cooperative behavior with actual performance.

On items (d) through (h) there was some disagreement and considerable dis-
cussion after the exercise, but all those items received at least a few votes for inclu-
sion. How can those factors be systematically incorporated into a final grade? Some
educational assessment experts state definitively that none of these items should
ever be a factor in grading, Gronlund (1998), a widely respected educational assess-
ment specialist, gave the following advice:

Base grades on student achievement, and achievement only, Grades should
represent the extent to which the intended learning outcomes were achieved by
students. They should ot be contaminated by student effort, tardiness, misbehavior,
and other extraneous factors. .. . If they are permitted to become part of the grade,
the meaning of the grade as an indicator of achievement is lost. (pp. 174-175)

Earlier in the same chapter, Gronlund specifically discouraged the inclusion of
improvement in final grades, as it “distorts” the meaning of grades as indicators of
achievement.

Gronlund's point is well worth considering as a strongly empirical philosophy
of grading. Before you rush to agree with him, consider some other points of view
Not everyone agrees with Gronlund. For example, Grove (1998), Power (1998), and
Progosh (1998) all recommended considering other factors in assessing and
grading. And how many teachers do you know who are consistently impeccable in
their objectivity as graders in the classroom?

To look at this issue in a broader perspective, think about some of the charac-
teristics of assessment that have been discussed in this book.The importance of tr:-
angulation, for one, tells us that all abilities of a student may not be apparent on
achievement tests and measured performances. One of the arguments for consid-
ering alternatives in assessment is that we may not be able to capture the totality of
students’ competence through formal tests; other observations are also significant
indicators of ability. Nor should we discount most teachers’ intuition, which enables
them to form impressions of students that cannot easily be verified empirically
These arguments tell us that improvement, behavior, effort, motivation, and atten-
dance might justifiably belong to a set of components that add up to a final grade

Guidelines for Selecting Grading Criteria

If you are willing to include some nonachievement factors in your grading schemse
how do you incorporate them, along with the other more measurable factors
Consider the following guidelines.
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1. Itis essential for all components of grading to be consistent with an fnstitu-
tional philosophy and/or regulations (see below for a further discussion of this
topic). Some institutions, for example, mandate deductions for unexcused absences.
Others require that only the final exam determines a course grade. Still other insti-
tutions may implicitly dictate a relatively high number of As and Bs for each class of
students. Embedded in institutional philosophies are the implicit expectations that
students place on a school or program, and vour attention to those impressions is
warranted.

2. All of the components of a final grade need to be explicitly stated in writ-
ing to students at the beginning of a term of study, with a designation of percent-
ages or weighting figures for each component.

3. If your grading system includes items (d) through (g) in the questionnaire
above (improvement, behavior, effort, motivation), it is important for you to recog-
nize their subjectivity. But this should not give you an excuse to avoid converting
such factors into observable and measurable results. Challenge yourself to create
checklists, charts, and note-taking systems that allow you to convey to the stu-
dent the basis for your conclusions. It is further advisable to guard against final-
week impressionistic, summative decisions by giving ongoing periodic feedback to
students on such matters through written comments or conferences. By nipping
potential problems in the bud, you may help students to change their attitudes and
strategies early in the term.

4. Finally, consider allocating relatively small weights to items (c) through
(h) so that a grade primarily reflects achievement. A designation of 5 percent to
10 percent of a grade to such factors will not mask strong achievement in a course.
On the other hand, a small percentage allocated to these “fuzzy” areas can make a
significant difference in a student’s final course grade. For example, suppose you
have a well-behaved, seemingly motivated and effort-giving student whose quan-
tifiable scores put him or her at the top of the range of B grades. By allocating a
small percentage of a grade to behavior, motivation, or effort (and by measuring
those factors as empirically as possible), you can justifiably give this student a final
grade of A—. Likewise, a reversal of this scenario may lead to a somewhat lower
final grade.

Calculating Grades: Absolute and Relative Grading

1 will never forget a university course I took in Educational Psychology for a
teaching credential. There were regular biweekly multiple-choice quizzes, all of
which were included in the final grade for the course. I studied hard for each test
and consistently received percentage scores in the 90-95 range. I couldn’t under-
stand in the first few weeks of the course (a) why my scores warranted grades in
the C range (I thought that scores in the low to mid-90s should have rated at least a
B+, if not an A—) and (b) why students who were, in my opinion, not especially
gifted were getting better grades!
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In another course, Introduction to Sociology, there was no test, paper, nor
graded exercise until a midterm essay-style examination. The professor told the class
nothing about the grading or scoring system, and we simply did the best we could.
When the exams came back, I noted with horror that my score was a 47 out of 100!
No grade accompanied this result, and I was convinced 1 had failed. After the pro-
fessor had handed back the tests, amid the audible gasps of others like me, he
announced “good news”: no one received an F! He then wrote on the blackboard
his grading system for this 100-point test:

A 51 and above
B 42-50
[ & 30-41
D 29 and below

The anguished groans of students became sighs of relief.

These true stories illustrate a common philosophy in the calculation of grades.
In both cases, the professors adjusted grades to fit the distribution of students across
a continuum, and both, ironically, were using the same method of calculation:

Quartile 1 (the top 25 percent of scores)
Quartile 2 (the next 25 percent)
Quartile 3 (the next 25 percent)
Quartile 4 (the lowest 25 percent)

o oOwe

In the Educational Psychology course, many students got exceptionally high scores,
and in the Sociology course, almost everyone performed poorly according to an
absolute scale. 1 later discovered, much to my chagrin, that in the Ed Psych course,
more than half the class had had access to quizzes from previous semesters and tha:
the professor had simply administered the same series of quizzes! The Sociology
professor had a reputation for being “tough” and apparently demonstrated tough-
ness by giving test questions that offered little chance of a student answering more
than 50 percent correctly.

Among other lessons in the two stories is the importance of specifying your
approach to grading. If you pre-specify standards of performance on a numerical
point system, you are using an absolute system of grading. For example, having
established points for a midterm test, points for a final exam, and points accumu-
lated for the semester, you might adhere to the specifications in Table 11.1.

There is no magic about specifying letter grades in differentials of 10 per-
centage points (such as some of those shown in Table 11.1). Many absolute grading
systems follow such a model, but variations occur that range from establishing an 4
as 95 percent and above, all the way down to 85 percent and above.The decision i=
usually an institutional one.

The key to making an absolute grading system work is to be painstakingly clear
on competencies and objectives, and on tests, tasks, and other assessment techniques
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Table 11.1. Absolute grading scale

Midterm Final Exam Other Performance Total # of Points
(50 points) (100 points) (50 points) (200)
A 45-50 90-100 45-50 180-200
B 40-44 80-89 40-44 160-179
C 35-39 70-79 35-39 140-159
D 30-34 60-69 : 30-34 120-139
F below 30 below 60 below 30 below 120

that will figure into the formula for assigning a grade. If you are unclear and hap-
hazard in your definition of criteria for grading, the grades that are ultimately
assigned are relatively meaningless.

Relative grading is more commonly used than absolute grading. It has the
advantage of allowing your own interpretation and of adjusting for unpredicted ease
or difficulty of a test. Relative grading is usually accomplished by ranking students
in order of performance (percentile ranks) and assigning cut-off points for grades.
An older, relatively uncommon method of relative grading is what has been called
grading “on the curve” a term that comes from the normal bell curve of normative
data plotted on a graph. Theoretically, in such a case one would simulate a normal
distribution to assign grades such as the following: A = the top 10 percent; B = the
next 20 percent; C = the middle 40 percent; D = the next 20 percent; F = the
lowest 10 percent. In reality, virtually no one adheres to such an interpretation

because it is too restrictive and usually does not appropriately interpret achieve-
ment test results in classrooms.

Table 11.2. Hypothetical rank-order grade distributions

Percentage of Students

Institution X Institution Y Institution Z

A ~15% ~30% ~60%
B ~30% ~40% ~30%
(= ~40% ~20% ~10%
D ~10% ~ 9%
E ~ 5% ~ 1%

An alternative to conforming to a normal curve is to pre-select percentiles
according to an institutional expectation, as in the hypothetical distributions in
Table 11.2. In Institution X, the expectation is a curve that is slightly skewed to the
right (higher frequencies in the upper levels), compared to a normal bell curve. The
expectation in Institution Y is for virtually no one to fail a course and for a large
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majority of students to achieve As and Bs; here the skewness is more marked. The
third institution may represent the expectations of a university postgraduate pro-
gram where a C is considered a failing grade, a B is acceptable but indicates ade-
quate work only, and an A is the expected target for most students.

Pre-selecting grade distributions, even in the case of relative grading, is still arbi-
trary and may not reflect what grades are supposed to “mean” in their appraisal of
performance. A much more common method of calculating grades is what might be
called a posteriori relative grading, in which a teacher exercises the latitude to
determine grade distributions after the performances have been observed. Suppose
you have devised a midterm test for your English class and you have adhered to
objectives, created a variety of tasks, and specified criteria for evaluating responses.
But when your students turn in their work, you find that they performed well below
your expectations, with scores (on a 100-point basis) ranging from a high of 85 al
the way down to a low of 44. Would you do what my Sociology professor did and
establish four quartiles and simply assign grades accordingly? That would be one
solution to adjusting for difficulty, but another solution would be to adjust those per-
centile divisions to account for one or more of the following:

a. your own philosophical objection to awarding an A to a grade that is perhaps
as low as 85 out of 100

b. your well-supported intuition that students really did not take seriously their
mandate to prepare well for the test

¢. your wish to include, after the fact, some evidence of great effort on the part
of some students in the lower rank orders

d. your suspicion that you created a test that was too difficult for your students

One possible solution would be to assign grades to your 25 students as follows:

A 80-85 3 students)
B 70-79 (7 students)
C 60-69 (10 students)
D 50-59 (4 students)
F below 50 (1 student)

Such a distribution might confirm your appraisal that the test was too difficult, anc
also that a number of students could have prepared themselves more adequately
therefore justifying the Cs, Ds, and F for the lower 15 students. The distribution i<
also faithful to the observed performance of the students, and does not add unsub-
stantiated “hunches” into the equation.

Is there room in a grading system for a teacher’s intuition, for your “hunch” tha:
the student should get a higher or lower grade than is indicated by performance*
Should teachers “massage” grades to conform to their appraisal of students beyond
the measured performance assessments that have been stipulated as grading cr
teria? The answer is no, even though you may be tempted to embrace your intuition.




CHAPTER 11 Grading and Student Evaluation 289

and even though many of us succumb to such practice.We should strive in all of our
grading practices to be explicit in our criteria and not yield to the temptation to
“bend” grades one way or another. With so many alternatives to traditional assess-
ments now available to us, we are capable of designating numerous observed per-
formances as criteria for grades. In so doing we can strive to ensure that a final grade
fully captures a summative evaluation of a student.

Teachers’ Perceptions of Appropriate Grade Distributions

Most teachers bring to a test or a course evaluation an interpretation of estimated
appropriate distributions, follow that interpretation. and make minor adjustments to
compensate for such matters as unexpected difficulty, This prevailing attitude
toward a relative grading system is well accepted and uncontroversial. What is sur-
prising, however, is that teachers’ preconceived notions of their own standards for
grading often do not match their actual practice. Let me illustrate.

In a workshop with English teachers at the American Language Institute at San
Francisco State University, I asked them to define a “great bunch” of students—a
class that was exceptionally good—and to define another class of “deadbeats” who
performed very poorly. Here was the way the task was assigned.

Grading distribution questionnaire

You have 20 students in your ALl class. You've done what you consider to be a
competent job of teaching, and your class is what you would academically call
a “great bunch of students.” What would be an estimated number of students in
each final grade category to reflect this overall impression of your Ss? Indicate
such a distribution in the column on the left. Then do the same for what you
would describe as a “bunch of deadbeats” in a class in which you've done
equally competent teaching. Indicate your distribution of the “deadbeats” in the
column on the right.

“Great bunch” “Deadbeats”
Number of AS As
Bs Bs
Cs Cs
Ds Ds
Fs (total # = 20) Fs (total # = 20)

When the responses were tabulated, the distribution for the two groups was as
indicated in Figure 11.1.The workshop participants were not surprised to see the
distribution of the “great bunch,” but were quite astonished to discover that the
“deadbeats”actually conformed to a normal bell curve! Their conception of a poorly
performing group of students certainly did not /ook that bad on a graph. But their
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"GREAT BUNCH" (20) "DEADBEATS" (20)
Number of Students Number of Students
12 14 12
9.4
9 H 9
6.8
P | | 6 5.8
ST 3 B 23
15 13 13
0.2 0.1
9 A B C D F g A B C D F
GRADES GRADES

Figure 11.1. Projected distribution of grades for a “great bunch” and “deadbeats”

raised eyebrows turned to further surprise when the next graph was displayed, a dis-
tribution of the previous term'’s grades across the 420 grades assigned to students in
all the courses of the ALI (see Fig. 11.2).The distribution was a virtual carbon copy
of what they had just defined as a sterling group of students. They all agreed that the
previous semester's students had not shown unusual excellence in their perfor-
mance; in fact, a calculation of several prior semesters yielded similar distributions.

Two conclusions were drawn from this insight. First, teachers may hypo-
thetically subscribe to a pre-selected set of expectations, but in practice may not
conform to those expectations. Second, teachers all agreed they were guilty of
grade inflation at the ALI; their good nature and empathy for students predis-
posed them toward assigning grades that were higher than ALI standards and
expectations. Over the course of a number of semesters, the implicit expected
distribution of grades had soared to 62 percent of students receiving As and
27 percent Bs. It was then agreed that ALI students, who would be attending uni-
versities in the United States, were done a disservice by having their expectations
of American grading systems raised unduly. The result of that workshop was a
closer examination of grade assignment with the goal of conforming grade dis-
tributions more closely to that of the undergraduate courses in the university at

large.
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Number of Students

300
259
250
150
114
100 —
50 H —
34
7 6
==l ===
A B & D F
GRADES

Figure 11.2. Actual distribution of grades, ALI, fall 1999

INSTITUTIONAL EXPECTATIONS AND CONSTRAINTS

A consideration of philosophies of grading and of procedures for calculating grades
is not complete without a focus on the role of the institution in determining grades.
The insights gained by the ALI teachers described above, for example, were spurred
to some extent by an examination of institutional expectations. In this case, an
external factor was at play: all the teachers were students in, or had recently gradu-
ated from, the Master of Arts in TESOL program at San Francisco State University.
Typical of many graduate programs in American universities, this program manifests
a distribution of grades in which As (from A+ to A—) are awarded to an estimated
60 percent to 70 percent of students, with Bs (from B+ to B—) going to almost all
of the remainder. In the ALI context, it had become commonplace for the graduate
grading expectations to “rub off” onto ALI courses in ESL.The statistics bore that out.

Transcript evaluators at colleges and universities are faced with variation across
institutions on what is deemed to be the threshold level for entry from a high school
or another university. For many institutions around the world, the concept of letter
grades is foreign. Point systems (usually 100 points or percentages) are more
common globally than the letter grades used almost universally in the United States.
Either way, we are bound by an established, accepted system. We have become
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accustomed in the United States to calculating grade point averages (GPAs) for
defining admissibility:A = 4,B = 3,C = 2,D = 1. (Note: Some institutions use a 3-
point system, and others use a 9-point system!) A student will be accepted or denied
admission on the basis of an established criterion, often ranging from 2.5 to 3.5,
which usually translates into the philosophy that a B student is admitted to a college
or university.

Some institutions refuse to employ either a letter grade or a numerical system
of evaluation and instead offer narrative evaluations of students (see the discus-
sion on this topic below). This preference for more individualized evaluations is
often a reaction to the overgeneralization of letter and numerical grading.

Being cognizant of an institutional philosophy of grading is an important step
toward a consistent and fair evaluation of your students. If you are a new teacher in
your institution, try to determine what its grading philosophy is. Sometimes it is not
explicit; the assumption is simply made that teachers will grade students using a
system that conforms to an unwritten philosophy. This has potentially harmful
washback for students. A teacher in an organization who applies a markedly
“tougher” grading policy than other teachers is likely to be viewed by students as
being out of touch with the rest of the faculty. The result could be avoidance of the
class and even mistrust on the part of students. Conversely, an “easy” teacher may
become a favorite or popular teacher not because of what students learn, but
because students know they will get a good grade.

Cross-Cultural Factors and the Question of Difficulty

Of further interest, especially to those in the profession of English language teaching,
is the question of cultural expectations in grading. Every learner of English comes
from a native culture that may have implicit philosophies of grading at wide variance
with those of an English-speaking culture. Granted, most English learners worldwide
are learning English within their own culture (say, learning English in Korea), bur
even in these cases it is important for teachers to understand the context in which
they are teaching. A number of variables bear on the issue. In many cultures,

» it is unheard of to ask a student to self-assess performance.

+ the teacher assigns a grade, and nobody questions the teacher’s criteria,

« the measure of a good teacher is one who can design a test that is so difficult
that no student could achieve a perfect score. The fact that students fall short
of such marks of perfection is a demonstration of the teacher’s superior
knowledge.

+ as a corollary, grades of A are reserved for a highly select few, and students are
delighted with Bs.

= one single final examination is the accepted determinant of a student’s entire
course grade.

» the notion of a teacher’s preparing students to do their best on a test is an
educational contradiction.
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As you bear in mind these and other cross-cultural constraints on philoso-
phies of grading and evaluation, it is important to construct your own philoso-
phy. This is an extra-sensitive issue for teachers from English-speaking countries
(and educational systems) who take teaching positions in other countries. In
such a case, you are a guest in that country, and it behooves you to tread lightly
in your zeal for overturning centuries of educational tradition. Yes, you can be an
agent for change, but do so tactfully and sensitively or you may find yourself on
the first flight home! :

Philosophies of grading, along with attendant cross-cultural variation, also must
speak to the issue of gauging difficulty in tests and other graded measures. As noted
above, in some cultures a *hard” test is a good test, but in others, a good test results
in a distribution like the one in the bar graph for a “great bunch” (Fig. 11.1): a large
proportion of As and Bs, a few Cs, and maybe a D or an F for the “deadbeats” in the
class. How do you gauge such difficulty as you design a classroom test that has not
had the luxury of piloting and pre-testing? The answer is complex. It is usually a
combination of a number of possible factors:

* experience as a teacher (with appropriate intuition)

¢ adeptness at designing feasible tasks

» special care in framing items that are clear and relevant
» mirroring in-class tasks that students have mastered

= variation of tasks on the test itself

+ reference to prior tests in the same course

« a thorough review and preparation for the test

= knowledge of your students’ collective abilities

« a little bit of luck

After mustering a number of the above contributors to a test that conforms to a pre-
dicted difficulty level, it is your task to determine, within your context, an expected
distribution of scores or grades and to pitch the test toward that expectation. You
will probably succeed most of the time, but every teacher knows the experience of
evaluating a group of tests that turn out to be either too easy (everyone achieves
high scores) or too hard. From those anomalies in your pedagogical life, you will
learn something: the next time you will change the test, prepare your students
better, or predict your students’ performance better.

What Do Letter Grades “Mean”?

An institutional philosophy of grading, whether it is explicitly stated or implicit, pre-
supposes expectations for grade distribution and for a meaning or description of
each grade.We have already looked at several variations on the mathematics of grade
distribution. What has yet to be discussed is the meaning of letter grades.
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Typically, institutional manuals for teachers and students will list the following
descriptors of letter grades:

excellent

good

adequate
inadequate/unsatisfactory
failing/unacceptable

OO ®E =

Notice that the C grade is described as “adequate” rather than “average”The former
term has in recent years been considered to be more descriptive, especially if a C is
not mathematically calculated to be centered around the mean score.

Do these adjectives contain enough meaning to evaluate a student appropriately?
What the letter grades ostensibly connote is a holistic score that sums up a multitude
of performances throughout a course (or on a test, possibly consisting of multiple
methods and traits). But do they? In the case of holistic scoring of writing or of oral
production, each score category specifies as many as six different qualities or compe-
tencies that are being met. Can a letter grade provide such information? Does it tell a
student about areas of strength and weakness, or about relative performance across a
number of objectives and tasks? Or does a B just mean “better than most, but not quite
as good as a few"? Or even more complex, what does a GPA across four years of high
school or college tell you about a person’s abilities, skills, talents, and potential?

The overgeneralization implicit in letter grading underscores the meaninglessness
of the adjectives typically cited as descriptors of those letters. And yet, those letters
have come to mean almost everything in their gate-keeping role in admissions dec:-
sions and employment acceptance. Is there a solution to this semantic conundrum?®
The answer is a cautious yes, with a twofold potential answer. First, every teacher who
uses letter grades or a percentage score to provide an evaluation, whether a summa-
tive, end-of-course assessment or on a formal assessment procedure, should

a. use a carefully constructed system of grading,
b. assign grades on the basis of explicitly stated criteria, and
c. base the criteria on objectives of a course or assessment procedure(s).

Second, educators everywhere must work to persuade the gatekeepers of the worlc
that letter/numerical evaluations are simply one side of a complex representation o
a student’s ability. Alternatives to letter grading are essential considerations.

ALTERNATIVES TO LETTER GRADING

I can remember on occasion receiving from a teacher a term paper or a final exam-
nation with nothing on it but a letter grade or a number. My reaction was that I hat
put in hours and in some cases weeks of toil to create a product that had becs
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reduced to a single symbol. It was a feeling of being demeaned, discounted, and unful-
filled, In terms of washback alone, a number or a grade provides absolutely no infor-
mation to a student beyond a vague sense that he or she has pleased or displeased
the teacher, or the assumption that some other students have done better or worse.

The argument for alternatives to letter grading can be stated with the same line
of reasoning used to support the importance of alternatives in assessment in the
previous chapter. Letter grades—and along with them numerical scores—are only
one form of student evaluation. The principle of triangulation cautions us to provide
as many forms of evaluation as are feasible.

For assessment of a test, paper, report, extra-class exercise, or other formal,
scored task. the primary objective of which is to offer formative feedback, the pos-
sibilities beyond a simple number or letter include

* a teacher’s marginal and/or end comments,

+ a teacher’s written reaction to a student’s self-assessment of performance,
+ a teacher’s review of the test in the next class period,

+ peer-assessment of performance,

« self-assessment of performance, and

« a teacher’s conference with the student.

For summative assessment of a student at the end of a course, those same addi-
tional assessments can be made, perhaps in modified forms:

+ a teacher’s marginal and/or end of exam/paper/project comments

+ a teacher’s summative written evaluative remarks on a journal, portfolio, or
other tangible product

s a teacher’s written reaction to a student’s self-assessment of performance in
a course

« a completed summative checklist of competencies, with comments

¢ narrative evaluations of general performance on key objectives

= a teacher’s conference with the student

Most of the alternatives to grading for formative tests and other sets of tasks
have been discussed in previous chapters. A more detailed look is now appropriate
for a few of the summative alternatives to grading, particularly self-assessment, nar-
rative evaluations, checklists, and conferences.

1. Self-assessment. A good deal was said in Chapter 10 about self-assessment.
Here, the focus is specifically on the feasibility of students’ commenting on their
own achievement in a whole course of study. Self-assessment of end-of-course at-
tainment of objectives is recommended through the use of the following:

* checklists
* a guided journal entry that directs the student to reflect on the content and
linguistic objectives
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» an essay that self-assesses
» a teacher-student conference

In all of the above, the assessment should not simply end with the summation of
abilities over the past term of study. The most important implication of reflective
sclf-assessment is the potential for setting goals for future learning and develop-
ment. The intrinsic motivation engendered through the autonomous process of
reflection and goal-setting will serve as a powerful drive for future action.

2. Narrative evaluations. In protest against the widespread use of letter
grades as exclusive indicators of achievement, a number of institutions have at one
time or another required narrative evaluations of students. In some instances those
narratives replaced grades, and in others they supplemented them. What do such
narratives look like? Here are three narratives, all written for the same student by
her three teachers in a pre-university intensive English program in the United States.
Notice the use of third-person singular, with the expectation that the narratives
would be read by admissions personnel in the student’s next program of study. No-
tice, too, that letter grades are also assigned.

Narrative evaluation

FINAL EVALUATION

COURSE: OCS/Listening Instructor: Grade: B+

Mayumi was a very good student. She demonstrated very good listening
and speaking skills, and she participated well during class discussions.
Her attendance was good. On tests of conversations skills, she
demonstrated very good use of some phrases and excellent use of
strategies she learned in class. She is skilled at getting her conversation
partner to speak. On tape journal assignments, Mayumi was able to
respond appropriately to a lecture in class, and she generally provided
good reasons to support her opinions. She also demonstrated her ability to
respond to classmates’ opinions. When the topic is interesting to her,
Mayumi is particularly effective in communicating her ideas. On the final
exam, Mayumi was able to determine the main ideas of a taped lecture
and to identify many details. In her final exam conversation, she was able
to maintain a conversation with me and offer excellent advice on
language learning and living in a new culture. Her pronunciation test
shows that her stress, intonation, and fluency have improved since the
beginning of the semester. Mayumi is a happy student who always is

able to see the humor in a situation. | could always count on her smile

in class.
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COURSE: Reading/Writing Instructor: Grade: A—

Mayumi is a very serious and focused student, It was a pleasure having her
in my class. She completed all of her homework assignments and wrote in
her journal every day. Mayumi progressed a lot throughout the semester in
developing her writing skills. Through several drafts and revision, she created
some excellent writing products which-had a main idea, examples,
supporting details, and clear organization. Her second essay lacked the
organization and details necessary for a good academic essay. Yet her third
essay was a major improvement, being one of the best in the class. Mayumi
took the opportunity to read a novel outside of class and wrote an extra-
credit journal assignment about it. Mayumi has a good understanding of
previewing, predicting, skimming, scanning, guessing vocabulary in context,
reference words, and prefixes and suffixes. Her O. Henry reading
presentation was very creative and showed a lot of effort; however, it was
missing some parts. Mayumi was an attentive listener in class and an active
participant who asked for clarification and volunteered answers,

COURSE: Grammar Instructor: Grade: A

Mayumi was an outstanding student in her grammar class this semester. Her
attendance was perfect, and her homework was always turned in on time
and thoroughly completed. She always participated actively in class, never
hesitating to volunteer to answer questions. Her scores on the quizzes
throughout the semester were consistently outstanding. Her test scores were
excellent, as exemplified by the A+ she received on the final exam. Mayumi
showed particular strengths in consistently challenging herself to learn
difficult grammar; she sometimes struggled with assignments, yet never gave
up until she had mastered them. Mayumi was truly an excellent student, and
I'm sure she will be successful in all her future endeavors.

The arguments in favor of this form of evaluation are apparent: individualization,
evaluation of multiple objectives of a course, face validity, and washback potential.
But the disadvantages have worked in many cases to override such benefits: narra-
tives cannot be quantified easily by admissions and transcript evaluation offices; they
take a great deal of time for teachers to complete; students have been found to pay
little attention to them (especially if a letter grade is attached); and teachers have suc-
cumbed, especially in the age of computer-processed writing, to formulaic narratives
that simply follow a template with interchangeable phrases and modifiers.

3. Checklist evaluations. To compensate for the time-consuming impracticality
of narrative evaluation, some programs opt for a compromise: a checklist with brief
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comments from the teacher,ideally followed by a conference and/or a response from
the student. Here is a form that is used for midterm evaluation in one of the high-
intermediate listening-speaking courses at the American Language Institute.

Midterm evaluation checklist

Midterm Evaluation Form

Course Tardies Absences Grade
Instructor [signature]

Excellent  Satisfactory Needs Unsatisfactory

progress  progress  improvement progress
Listening skills O O O O
Note-taking skills O O O O
Public speaking skills O O O O
Pronunciation skills O O O O
Class participation O O O O
Effort O O O O
Comments:

Goals for the rest of the semester:

The advantages of such a form are increased practicality and reliability while
maintaining washback. Teacher time is minimized; uniform measures are applied
across all students; some open-ended comments from the teacher are available; and
the student responds with his or her own goals (in light of the results of the check-
list and teacher comments). When the checklist format is accompanied, as in this
case, by letter grades as well, virtually none of the disadvantages of narrative evalu-
ations remain, with only a small chance that some individualization may be slightis
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reduced. In the end-of-term chaos, students are also more likely to process checked
boxes than to labor through several paragraphs of prose.

4. Conferences. Perhaps enough has been said about the virtues of conferenc-
ing.You already know that the impracticality of scheduling sessions with students is
offset by its washback benefits. The end of a term is an especially difficult time to
add more entries to your calendar, but with judicious use of classroom time (take
students aside one by one while others are completing assigned work) and a possi-
ble office hour here and there, and with clear, concise objectives (to minimize time
consumption and maximize feedback potential), conferences can accomplish much
more than can a simple letter grade.

SOME PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES FOR GRADING
AND EVALUATION

To sum up, I hope you have become a little better informed about the widely
accepted practice of grading students, whether on a separate test or on a summa-
tive evaluation of performance in a course. You should now understand that

« grading is not necessarily based on a universally accepted scale,

+ grading is sometimes subjective and context-dependent,

« grading of tests is often done on the “curve,’

» grades reflect a teacher’s philosophy of grading,

+ grades reflect an institutional philosophy of grading,

 cross-cultural variation in grading philosophies needs to be understood,

» grades often conform, by design, to a teacher’s expected distribution of stu-
dents across a continuum,

+ tests do not always yield an expected level of difficulty,

+ letter grades may not “mean” the same thing to all people, and

» alternatives to letter grades or numerical scores are highly desirable as addi-
tional indicators of achievement.

With those characteristics of grading and evaluation in mind, the following
principled guidelines should help you be an effective grader and evaluator of stu-
dent performance:

Summary of guidelines for grading and evaluation

1. Develop an informed, comprehensive personal philosophy of grading that
is consistent with your philosophy of teaching and evaluation.

2. Ascertain an institution’s philosophy of grading and, unless otherwise
negotiated, conform to that philosophy (so that you are not out of step with
others).

Bipdikt L ——
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3. Design tests that conform to appropriate institutional and cultural
expectations of the difficulty that students should experience.

4. Select appropriate criteria for grading and their relative weighting in
calculating grades.

5. Communicate criteria for grading to students at the beginning of the course
and at subsequent grading periods (mid-term, final).

6. Triangulate letter grade evaluations with alternatives that are more
formative and that give more washback.

§ § § § §

This discussion of grading and evaluation brings us full circle to the themes pre-
sented in the first chapter of this book. There the interconnection of assessment and
teaching was first highlighted: in contemplating grading and evaluating our students,
that co-dependency is underscored. When you assign a letter grade to a student, that
letter should be symbolic of your approach to teaching. If you believe that a grade
should recognize only objectively scored performance on a final exam, it may indicate
that your approach to teaching rewards end products only, not process. If you base
some portion of a final grade on improvement, behavior, effort, motivation, and/or
punctuality, it may say that your philosophy of teaching values those affective elements.
You might be one of those teachers who feel that grades are a necessary nuisance and
that substantive evaluation takes place through the daily work of optimizing washback
in your classroom. If you habitually give mostly As, a few Bs, and virtually no Cs or
below, it could mean, among other things, that your standards (and expectations) for
your students are low. It could also mean that your standards are very high and that you
put monumental effort into seeing to it that students are consistently coached
throughout the term so that they are brought to their fullest possible potential!

As you develop your own philosophy of grading, make some attempt to conform
that philosophy to your approach to teaching. In a communicative language class-
room, that approach usually implies meaningful learning, authenticity, building of stu-
dent autonomy, student-teacher collaboration, a community of learners, and the
perception that your role is that of a facilitator or coach rather than a director or dic-
tator. Let your grading philosophy be consonant with your teaching philosophy.

EXERCISES

[Note: (D) Individual work; (G) Group or pair work; (C) Whole-class discussion.]

1. (G) In pairs, check with each other on how you initially responded to the
questionnaire on page 283. Now that you have read the rest of the chapter,
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how might you change your response, if at all? Defend your decisions and
share the results with the rest of the class.

(C) Look again at the quote from Gronlund on page 284.To what extent do
you agree that grades should be based on student achievement and achieve-
ment only?

(G) In pairs or groups, each assigned to interview a different teacher in a
number of different institutions, determine what that institution’s philosophy
of grading is. Start with questions about the customary distribution of grades;
what teachers and student perceive to be “good,”“adequate.” and “poor” perfor-
mance in terms of grades; absolute and relative grading; and what should be
included in a final course grade. Report your findings to the class and com-
pare different institutions.

(©) The cross-cultural interpretations of grades provide interesting contrasts in
teacher and student expectations. In a culture that you are familiar with,
answer and discuss the following questions in reference to a midterm exami-
nation that counts for about 40 percent of a total grade in a course:

a. Is it appropriate for students to assign a grade to themselves?

b. Is it appropriate to ask the teacher to raise a grade?

¢. Consider these circumstances. You have a class of reasonably well motivated
students who have put forth an acceptable amount of effort and whose scores
(out of 100 total points) are distributed as follows:

5 Ss: 90-94 (highest grade is 94)
10 Ss:  between 85 and 89
15 Ss:  between 80 and 84

5 8s:  below 80.

Is it appropriate for you, the teacher, to assign these grades?

A 95 and above (0 Ss)
B 90-94 (5 Ss)

C 85-89 (10 Ss)

D 80-84 (15 Ss)

F below 80 (5 Ss)

d. How appropriate or feasible are the alternatives to letter grading that were
listed on page 295?

(G) In groups, each assigned to one of the four alternatives to letter grading
(self-assessment, narrative evaluations, checklist evaluations, and conferences),
evaluate the feasibility of your alternative in terms of a specific, defined con-
text. Present your evaluation to the rest of the class.

. (C) Look at the summary of guidelines for grading and evaluation at the end

of the chapter and determine the adequacy of each and whether other guide-
lines should be added to this list.
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grading, group grading, grading in the context of authentic assessment, and
a list of practical suggestions for maximizing the washback effect of grading.
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(CELDT), 108

CASAS. See Comprehensive
Adult Student Assessment
System

CAT. See Computer-adaptive
tests

Chart-filling tasks, 128-129

Checklist evaluation, 297-299

City maps, 176

Cloze dictations, 125-126

315
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Cloze tests
explanation of, 8-9,
201-202
face validity and, 27
listening, 125-126
for reading assessment, 126,
195.201-204
use of, 10
Cloze-clide procedure, 204
COLT observation scheme, 268
‘Communicative language
testing, 10
Communicative stimulus-
response tasks, 132-135
Communicative theories of
language, 8
Competence
strategic, 10
as rest measure, 3, 10
Comprehensive Adult Student
Assessment System
(CASAS), 108
Computer-adaptive tests, 14-15
Computer-assisted tests, 14
Computer-based testing
advantages of, 14-15
disadvantages of, 15
popularity of, 11
websites for information
on, 15
Concurrent validiry, 24-25
Conferences
assessment principles
and, 278
benefits and drawbacks
of, 299
explanation of, 264-265
Consequential validity
explanation of, 26
standardized tests and,
110-111
Construct validity
explanation of, 25-26
standardized tests and,
81-82
Content validity
assessment and, 11, 187
evaluation of, 32-33
explanation of, 22-24, 37
face validity and, 27

journal assessment and, 264
methods for achieving, 24
Contrastive analysis, 8
Controlled responses, 147
Controlled writing. See
Intensive writing
Conversations, 175
Cooperative learning, 270
CRADLE (portfolio attributes),
256-257
Creative thinking, 12
Criterion, 4
Criterion-referenced scores, 7
Criterion-referenced tests, 7
Criterion-related validity, 24-25
Critical language testing,
113-114
Critical pedagogy, 113
Crossword puzzles, 175
C-test, 203-204
Cultural expectations,
292-293

Dave's ESL Café, 15
Department of Labor, 108
Design. See Test design
Diagnostic tests, 47
Diagram-labeling task, 200
Dialogue completion tasks,
149-151
Dialogue journals, 260. See
also Journals
Diaries, 263
Dictations
explanation of, 8,9
face validity and, 27
for listening assessment,
131-132
partial, 125-126
scoring of, 20, 132
for writing assessment,
225-226
Dicto-comp, 226
Difficulty. test, 293
Direct testing
explanation of, 23, 24
indirect vs., 68
Directed response tasks,
147,151
Directions, 161

Discrete-point tests
explanation of, 8
reliance on, 13

Discussions, 175

Display questions, 159

Display writing, 225

Distractor analysis
explanation of, 58
standardized tests and, 78

Distractors
efficiency of, 60-61
examples of, 56-58
explanation of, 56

Editing tasks
for listening assessment, 137
for reading assessment,

198-199, 207-209

Educational Testing Service
(ETS), 15,67,71, 176, 240

ELD. See English Language
Development

Elicitation, 51

Emotional quotient (EQ), 12

English articles, sample quiz
on, 23

English as a Second Language
(ESL)
importance of, 105
standards and, 105-110 (See

also Standards)

English as a Second Language
Placement Test (ESLPT)
construct validation studies

and, 81-82
design. selection, and
arrangement of
tasks/items on, 76
dual purposes of, 46-47
explanation of, 45-46, 69, 70
items in, 78-79
scoring procedure for, 80
specifications for, 73

English for Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL). See
English as a Second
Language (ESL)

English Language
Development (ELD). See
also English as a Second
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Language (ESL)
assessment and, 106, 108
standards and, 105-107
English Language Learners
(ELLs). See English as a
Second Language (ESL)
ESLPT. See English as a Second
Language Placement Test
Ethical issues, 113-114
Evaluation. See also Grading;
Scoring
checklist, 297-299
narrative, 292, 296-297
principles and guidelines
for, 299-300
Exact word scoring method, 126
Extensive listening
authentic listening tasks
and, 135-138
communicative stimulus-
response tasks and,
132-135
designing tasks for, 130
dictation and, 131-132
explanation of, 120
listening assessment,
130-138
Extensive reading
explanation of,
189-190, 212
note-taking and outlining
tasks for, 215-216
skimming tasks for, 213
summarizing and
responding rasks for,
213-215
Extensive speaking
explanation of, 142, 179
oral presentations and,
179-180
picture-cued story-telling
and, 180-181
retelling stories and, 182
translations and, 182
Extensive writing
assessment tasks for, 233
explanation of, 220
guided question and answer
and, 234-235
issues in, 232-233

paragraph construction
tasks and, 235

paraphrasing and, 234

responding to, 246-248

scoring for, 232-233,
241-246

strategic options and,
236-237

Face validity
elements of, 33-35
explanation of, 26-27
journal assessment and,
264
Feedback
to journals, 263-264
test design and, 62-63
Final exams, 6
Fixed-ratio deletion, 202, 203
Florida, 112-113
Florida Comprehensive
Achievement Exam, 113
Foreign Service Institute (FSI),
171,176
Form completion tasks, 223
Formal assessment
explanation of, 6, 185
washback and, 29
Formative assessment
explanation of, 6-7, 185
journals and, 264
selfs and peer-assessment
as, 276
types of, 295
Freewriting, 263
FSI levels, 171

Games, 175-176
Gap-filling tasks, 200-201
Gate-keeping function

for high-stakes standardized

rests, 110-112

problems related to, 69

of proficiency tests, 45
General proficiency exams. 6
Genres

of reading, 186-187

of writing, 219, 236-237
GET. See Graduate Essay Test
Goal cards, 272,274
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Grade inflation, 290
Grade point average (GPA),
292,294
Grading. See also Scoring
absolute, 286-287
alternatives to letter,
294-299
cultural expectations in,
292-293
distribution in, 286-291
guidelines for, 284-285,
299-300
institutional views of,
291-293
issue of difficulty and, 293
letter, 293-294
overview of, 281-282
philosophy of, 282-284
principles of, 299
relative, 287-289
teacher perceptions and,
289-290
test design and, 62
Grading distribution
questionnaire, 289
Grading questionnaire, 283
Graduate Essay Test (GET)
construct validation and,
79-82
design, selection, and
arrangement of
tasks/items on, 76-77
explanation of, 67, 69,70
items in, 79
scoring procedure for, 80-81
specifications for, 73
Graduate Management
Admission Test (GMAT), 67
Graduate Record Exam (GRE),
110-111
Grammar editing tasks, 208
Grammar journals, 262
Grammatical transformation
tasks, 226
Grapheme recognition
task, 191
Graphic data
information transfer for
reading, 210-212
interpreting, 237
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Guided question and answer,
234-235

Handwriting, 221-223
High-stakes standardized tests.
See also Standardized tests
consequences of, 110-111

explanation of, 15, 69
gate-keeping and, 110-112
test preparation classes
for, 26
Holistic scoring, 242, 294
Home-grown quizzes, 14, 15

Imitative speaking
assessment tasks for, 144-145
explanation of, 141
PhonePass Test and, 145-147
Imitative writing
explanation of, 220
spelling tasks and detecting
phoneme-grapheme
correspondences and,
223-225
writing letters, words, and
punctuation and, 221-223
Impromptu readings, 204-206
Incidental assessment, 5
Indirect self- or peer-
assessment, 271-272
Indirect testing
direct vs., 68
explanation of, 23-24
Informal assessment
explanation of, 5-6
grading and, 283-284
washback and, 29
Information gap grids, 176
Information transfer
for reading graphic
information, 210-212
selective listening
assessment and, 127-129
Instructions, eliciting, 161
Integrative tests, 8-9
Intelligence theories, 11-13
Intensive listening
explanation of, 120, 122
paraphrase recognition and,
124

phonological and
morphological elements
and, 123-124
Intensive speaking
directed response tasks and,
147,151
explanation of, 141, 147
picture-cued tasks and,
151-158
read-aloud tasks and,
147-149
sentence/dialogue
completion tasks and oral
questionnaires and,
149-151
translation and, 159
Intensive writing
dictation and dicto-comp
and, 225-226
explanation of, 220, 225
grammatical transformation
tasks and, 226
ordering tasks and, 230
picture-cued tasks and,
226-229
short-answer and sentence
completion tasks and,
230-231
vocabulary assessment tasks
and, 229-230
Interactive listening
explanation of, 120
use of, 137-138
Interactive pair tests, 276
Interactive reading
charts, maps, graphs, and
diagrams and, 210-212
cloze tasks and, 201-204
editing tasks and, 207-209
explanation of, 189, 190
impromptu reading plus
comprehension questions
and, 204-206
ordering tasks and, 209-210
scanning and, 209
short-answer tasks and,
206-207
Interactive speaking
discussions and
conversations and, 175

explanation of, 142, 167
games and, 175-176
interviews and, 167-174
Oral Proficiency Interview
and, 176-179
role play and, 174
Interactive tasks
explanation of, 11, 167
extensive listening and, 120
International English
Language Testing System
(AELTS), 15,67
essay prompt example, 112
facts regarding, 85-86
sample items and tasks in,
96-100
Interpersonal tasks, 142, 167
Interpreting graphic data, 237
Interpretive tasks, 137-138
Inter-rater reliability, 21
Interviews. See also Oral
interviews
assessment principles
and, 278
explanation of, 11, 169-170
goals of, 265-266
guidelines for, 266
Intrapersonal intelligence, 12
Intra-rater reliability
explanation of, 21
for open-ended response
tests, 32
Intrinsic motivation
explanation of, 14
self-assessment and, 270, 296
IQ (intelligence quotient), 11
IQ tests, 12
Item difficulty, 58
[tem discrimination (ID)
explanation of, 58-60
on standardized rests, 78
Item facility (IF)
explanation of, 58-59
on standardized tests, 78
Item response theory (IRT), 60
Items, on standardized tests,
74-77

Japan, 105,112
Job-related reading, 186




Job-related writing, 219
Journals
advantages and
disadvantages of,
261-262
assessment principles
and, 278
explanation of, 260
feedback to, 263-264
sample entry for, 260-261
for self-assessment, 271
types of, 262-263

Key, 56
Korea, 105,112

Language
communicative theories
of, 8
phonological and
morphological elements
of, 123~124
transactional, 142
Language ability, 71
Language acquisition, 29
Language and Literacy
Assessment Rubric (LALAR)
(San Francisco United
School District), 108
Language aptitude tests,
43-44
Language assessment
authenticity of, 28, 35-37
practicality of, 19-20, 31
reliability of, 20-22, 31-32
validity of, 22-27, 32-35
washback and, 28-30, 37
Language proficiency
TOEFL and, 71
traits of second language, 83
Language proficiency tests
explanation of, 82-83
standardized, 83-86
Language testing. See also
Testing
communicative, 10
critical, 113-114
discrete-point, 8
integrative, 8-9
trends in, 7-8

Language use, 11
Language-learning logs, 262
Large-scale standardized tests.
See also Standardized tests
administration of, 15
construct validity and,
25-26
de-emphasis on, 14
function of, 67
specifications for, 50
washback and, 28-29
Law School Aptitude Test
(LSAT), 67
Learning
affective factors in, 274
cooperative, 270
effect of testing on, 28-30
test-driven, 112-113
Learning preferences, 275
Library research papers, 237
Limited English Proficient
(LEP), 105. See also English
as a Second Language (ESL)
Limited response tasks, 147
Linguistic intelligence, 12,112
Listening. See also Speaking
extensive, 120
importance of, 119
intensive, 120, 122
interactive, 138
interrelationship between
speaking and, 140
macro- and microskills of,
121-122
responsive, 120
selective, 120
types of, 119-120
Listening assessment
for extensive listening,
130-138
for intensive listening,
122-124
observation of performance
for, 117-118
for responsive listening, 125
for selective listening,
125-130
treatment of, 116
Listening cloze, 125-126, 222
Literacy tasks, 190
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Logical-mathematical
intelligence, 12,112

Macroskills
for listening, 121-122
for reading, 187-188
for speaking, 142-144
for writing, 220, 221
Main ideas, 235, 236
Matching tasks, 197-198
Mechanical tasks, 147
Metacognitive assessment,
272,274
Michigan English Language
Assessment Battery
(MELAB)
facts regarding, 88
sample items and tasks in,
93-96
Microskills
for listening, 121-122
for reading, 187-188
for speaking, 142-144
for writing, 220, 221
Midterm evaluation
checklist, 298
Midterm examination, 48
Minimal pair distinction,
191
Modern Language Aptitude
Test (MLAT), 43-44
Morphological elements of
language, 123-124
Motivation, intrinsic, 14, 270,
296
Multiple intelligences
explanation of, 12
self-assessment of, 275
standardized tests and,
11-12,112
Multiple-choice items
cloze test with, 203
distractor efficiency of,
60-61
explanation of, 56
guidelines for designing,
56-60
for reading assessment,
94-198, 208
in standardized tests, 67, 68
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Multiple-choice items
(continued)
weaknesses of, 55
for writing assessment, 224
Multiple-choice tests
authenticity in, 35-36
example of, 1-2
reasons for using, 55-56
Musical intelligence, 12

Narrative evaluations, 292,
296-297
National Center for Fair and
Open Testing, 66,111
Norm-referenced scores, 7
Norm-referenced tests, 7
Note-taking
for listening assessment, 136
for reading assessment, 215
Numbers, converted to
words, 223

Objectives
determining test, 42, 70
examination of, 49-50
framing of, 32-33
or unit in low-intermediate
integrated-skills course, 50
Observations
assessment of, 269-270, 278
checklists for, 268-269
examples of performances
for, 267-268
explanation of, 266-267
guidelines for, 268
Open-ended responses
drawbacks of, 125
intra-rater reliability for, 32
for reading
comprehension, 207
for speaking assessment, 160
Options, 56, 57
Oral interviews. See also
Interviews
content specificarions
for, 169
criticisms of, 178
elements of successful. 171
explanation of, 11, 167-168

format for, 52,53
Oral Proficiency Interview,
176-179
sample questions for,
169-170
scoring of, 25,61,171-174
stages of, 168
Oral presentations
checklist for, 180
for speaking assessment, 179
Oral production tests. See also
Speaking assessment;
diagnostic, 47
improvements for, 178
scoring of, 26, 45, 146
specifications for, 51
translation in, 159
Oral Proficiency Inventory
(OPI), 83-84
American Council of
Teaching Foreign
Languages, 179
explanation of, 176-179
function of, 168
test reliability and, 178
Ordering tasks
for reading assessment,
209-210
for writing assessment, 230
Outlining, 215

Paper-and-pencil tests, 11
Paragraph construction
tasks, 235
Paraphrase recognition, 124
Paraphrasing
for listening assessment, 137
for speaking assessment, 161
for writing assessment, 234
Peer-assessment
benefits of, 270-271
explanation of, 270
guidelines for, 276-277
tasks for, 277-278
types of, 271-272,
274-276
Peer-generated tests, 276
Perceptive reading
explanation of, 189-190
multiple-choice and, 191

picture-cued items and,
191-193
reading aloud and, 190
written response and, 191
Performance
academic, 111
effects of test preparation
classes on, 26
observation of, 117-118
tests as measure of, 3, 10
Performance-based
assessment
explanation of, 10-11,
254-255
preferences for, 14
use of, 255
Personal reading, 187
Personal writing, 219
Phoneme-grapheme
correspondences, 223-224
PhonePass Test, 84, 145-147
Phonetic symbols, 224, 225
Phonological elements of
language, 123-124
Picture description, 227
Picture sequence description,
227-228
Picture-cued tasks
for listening assessment,
127,128
for reading assessment,
191-193, 199-200
for speaking assessment,
151-158, 180-181
for writing assessment, 223,
224,226-229
Pimsleur Language Aptitude
Battery (PLAB), 43, 44
Placement tests
diagnostic functions of, 47
explanation of, 45-46
types of, 46
Portfolios
assessment principles
and, 278
explanation of, 256-257
guidelines for, 257-258
self-assessment of, 258-259
Practicality
determination of, 31




explanation of, 19-20

journals and, 264

maximization of, 252-254

observations and, 269
Practicality checklist, 31
Predictive validity, 24, 25
Primary trait scoring, 242-243
Process

of reading, 186

of writing, 220
Product of reading, 186
Proficiency tests

explanation of, 44-45

large-scale standardized,

25-26
reading comprehension
passages in, 204-206

used as achievement tests, 68
Prompts

explanation of, 14

on GET, 76-77
Proofreading, 204, 207, 208

Question-and-answer tasks
for listening assessment,
125
for speaking assessment,
159-160
Quizzes, 6

Rater reliability, 21
Rational deletion, 202, 203
Read-aloud tasks, 147-149
Reading
extensive, 189-190
genre of, 186-187
interactive, 189
micro- and macroskills for,
187-188
perceptive, 189
selective, 189
strategies for, 188-189
types of, 189-190
Reading aloud, 190
Reading assessment
explanation of, 185-186
for extensive reading,
212-216
for interactive reading,
201-212

observation of performance
for,117-118
overview of, 185-186
for perceptive reading,
190-193
for selective reading,
194-201
Reading comprehension
passages, 204-205
Reading responses, 262
Real-life language use, 11
Real-world tasks, 10,11
Receptive response items, 56
Receptive skills, 118
Referential questions, 159
Relative grading, 287-289
Reliability
elements of, 31-32
explanation of, 20-21
journals and, 264
observations and, 269
rater, 21,32
student-related, 21
test, 22,178
test administration, 21
Reports, 236
Response modes, 51
Responses to reading,
214-215, 237,262
Responsive listening, 120, 125
Responsive speaking
explanation of, 141
giving instructions and
directions for, 161
paraphrasing for, 161-162
question-and-answer tasks
for, 159-160
Responsive writing
assessment tasks for, 233
explanation of, 220
guided question and answer
and, 234-235
issues in, 231-233
paragraph construction
tasks and, 235
paraphrasing and, 234
scoring for, 232-233,
241-246
strategic options and,
236-237
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Retelling, 138
Role play, 174

San Francisco State University,
45, 46, 283, 289, 291
San Francisco United School
District, 108
SAT. See Scholastic Aptitude
Test
Scanning strategies, 129
SCANS. See Secretary 's
Commission in Achieving
Necessary Skills
Schemata, 185, 187
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
explanation of, 7,67
reliance on, 110-111
test-driven learning and, 112
Scoring. See also Grading
analytic, 243, 246
of authentic listening tasks,
136-138
bias in, 21
of cloze tests, 202
of dictations, 20, 132
exact word method of, 126
holistic, 242
of intensive tasks, 157
of intensive writing,
228-229
of oral interviews, 23,61,
171-174
of oral presentations, 179
of oral production tests,
26,61
oral proficiency, 172-174
primary trait scoring,
242-243
of responsive and extensive
writing, 232-233,
241-246
of standardized tests,
79-81
of summarizing and
responding to reading,
214,215
test design and, 61-62
Secretary’s Commission in
Achieving Necessary Skills
(SCANS), 108-109
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Selective listening

explanation of, 120, 125

information transfer and,
127-129

listening cloze and, 125-126

sentence repetition and, 130

Selective reading

editing tasks and, 198-199

explanation of, 189, 190

gap-filling tasks and,
200-201

matching tasks and,
197-198

multiple choice and,
194-197

picture-cued tasks and,
199-200

Selective response items, 56

Self-assessment

as alternative to grading,
295-296

benefits of, 270-271

discovering errors through,
37

explanation of, 270

guidelines for, 276-277

of portfolios, 258-259

sample questionnaire for,
273

tasks for, 277-278

types of, 271-272,274-276

Self-assessment reflections, 263

Self-confidence, 29

Sentence completion tasks

for reading assessment, 201

for speaking assessment,
149-151

for writing assessment,
230-231

Sentence repetition, 130

Sentence-ordering tasks, 210

Short-answer tasks

for reading assessment,
206-207

for writing assessment,
230-231

Skimming tasks, 213

Socioaffective assessment,

274-275

Spatial intelligence, 12
Speaking. See also Listening
extensive, 142
imitative, 141
intensive, 141
interactive, 142
interrelationship between
listening and, 140
micro- and macroskills of,
142-144
responsive, 141
types of, 141-142
Speaking assessment
challenges of, 140
for extensive speaking,
179-182
for imitative speaking,
144-147
for intensive speaking,
147-159
for interactive speaking,
167-179
observation of performance
for, 117-118
for responsive speaking,
159-167
Test of Spoken English and,
162-167
Specifications. See Test
specifications
Spelling tests, 223-224
Standardized test design
determining purpose and
objectives for, 70
explanation of, 69-70
making evaluations of
different kinds of items
for, 78-79
performing construct
validation studies for,
81-82
specifying scoring
procedures and reporting
formats for, 79-81
test specifications and,
70-73
test tasks/items and, 74-77
Standardized tests
advantages of, 68

consequences of, 110-111
disadvantages of, 68-69
ethical issues related to,
113-114
explanation of, 67
high-stakes, 15, 26, 69,
110-111
historical background of,
104-105
intelligence theories and,
11-12,112
language proficiency,
82-103
large-scale, 14, 15, 25-26,
28-29,50, 67 (See also
Large-scale standardized
tests)
overview of, 66
test bias and, 111-112
test-driven learning and
teaching and, 112-113
Standards
California Department of
Education, 106, 107
Comprehensive Adult
Student Assessment
System, 108
construction of, 105
English Language
Development, 105-108
finding accepted, 104
Secretary’s Commission in
Achieving Necessary
Skills, 108-109
for teaching, 109-110
Standards-based assessment
consequences of,
110-111
creation of, 106, 108
ethical issues related to,
113-114
teaching and, 110
test bias and, 111-112
test-driven learning and
teaching and, 112-113
Stem, 56, 57
Stimulus-response tasks,
132-135
Story-retelling, 182




Story-telling, 180-181
Strategic competence, 10
Strategies-based learning
logs. 263
Strip story technique, 209
Student-generated tests,
275-276
Subjectivity, 270
Summaries, 236-237
Summarizing, 213-214
Summative assessment
explanation of, 6
types of, 295
washback and, 29-30
Supply, 56
Supporting ideas, 235, 236

Taiwan, 112
Tasks
attending to, 236
contextualized, 35-36
decontextualized, 36, 37
guidelines for devising,
52-55

on standardized tests, 74-77

in test construction, 51
Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other
Languages (TESOL), 109
Teaching
assessment and, 4-5
effect of testing on, 28-30
standards for, 109-110
test-driven, 112-113
Test administration, 21
Test bias, 111-112
Test design
devising test tasks and,
52-55
elements of, 48-49
forms of feedback and,
62-63
foundations of, 42-43
grading considerations
and, 62
for multiple-choice items,
55-61

scoring considerations and,

61-62

standardized, 68-82 (See
also Standardized test
design)

test objectives and, 49-50

test specifications and, 50-52

Test of English as a Foreign

Language (TOEFL)

construct validation studies
and, 81

correlation between
academic performance
and scores on, 111

explanation of, 7, 14, 45, 67,
69,70

facts regarding, 84

items on, 78, 88-92

oral production and, 25-26

pre-1996, 68

reading passages on,
204-206

reliance on, 110-111

scoring procedure for,
79-80

specifications for, 71-73, 82

tasks on, 68-76,88-92, 114,
198-199

website for, 15

Test of English for

International

Communication (TOEIC)

facts regarding, 86

picture-cued options in, 128

sample items and tasks in,
100-103

website for, 15

Test of Spoken English (TSE),

84

explanation of, 162-163, 167

read-aloud passages in,
148-149

sample items in, 164-165

scoring on, 166-167

standards in, 67

tasks in, 163

Test of Written English (TWE),

67,84

explanation of, 237-238, 241

guidelines for use of,
240-241
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modified version of, 72
scoring of, 238-240, 242,
269
Test preparation classes, 26
Test specifications
design of, 70-73
elements of test, 33,42
explanation of, 50-52
Test-driven learning/teaching,
112-113
Testing. See also Assessment;
Language testing
assessment role of, 4, 15-16
communicative language, 10
computer-based, 11, 14-15
direct, 23, 24, 68
effects of, 1-3
explanation of, 3-4
indirect, 23-24, 68
integrative, 8-9
new views on intelligence
and, 11-13
Tests. See also Standardized
tests
achievement, 47-48
authenticity of, 28, 35-37
cloze, 8-10
computer-adaptive, 14-15
criterion-referenced, 7
diagnostic, 46-47
discrete-point, 8
evaluation of, 30-37
interactive pair, 276
language aptitude, 43-44
multiple-choice, 1-2
norm-referenced, 7
peer-generated, 276
placement, 45-47
practicality of. 19-20, 31
proficiency, 44-45
reliability of, 20-22, 31-32
student-generated, 275-276
timed, 22
validity of, 22-27, 32-35
washback and, 28-30, 37
Test-taking strategies
after the test, 35
before the test, 34
during the test, 34-35
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Timed impromptu tests, 238,
240, 241

Timed tests, 22

Tinkertoy games, 175

TOEFL. See Test of English as a
Foreign Language

TOEFL Research Committee,
110

TOEIC. See Test of English for
International
Communication

Top-down strategies, 185

Topic development, 235

Topic sentence writing, 235

Traditional assessment, 13-14

Transactional language, 142,167

Translation
to check oral production, 159
for speaking assessment, 182

Triangulation, 117, 284

TSE. See Test of Spoken
English

TWE. See Test of Written
English

Unitary trait hypothesis, 9

University of Cambridge Local
Examinations Syndicate
(UCLES), 67

Validity
concurrent, 24-25
consequential, 26, 110-111

construct, 25-26
content, 11,22-24, 27,
32-33,37, 169, 187, 264

criterion-related, 24-25

explanation of, 22

face, 26-27,33-35, 264

importance of, 30

predictive, 24, 25
Vocabulary assessment tasks,

229-230

Washback
checklist evaluation and,
298
elements of, 37
explanation of, 26, 28-29
journal feedback and, 264
on large-scale standardized
multiple-choice tests,
208-209
maximization of, 252-254
observation follow-up and,
269-270
self- and peer-assessment
and, 277
views on, 29-30
Web-based tests, 14
Weight, to sections of tests, 33
Word repetition tasks, 144-145
Words
abbreviations converted
to, 223

numbers converted 1o, 223
writing, 222
Writing
approaches to teaching,
246-247
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