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Abstract:  Assessment is a complex process. Research findings and implications often reveal    discrepancy in assessment outcomes and show the narrowing impact of  curriculum and teaching methods. This paper intends to analyse the practical possibilities for interdisciplinary research and professional development while considering the opportunities for improving assessment strategies and integrating new testing modes designed to raise achievement standards by developing students’ understanding of  their learning goals, the criteria by which they are assessed and their ability to evaluate their own work. Particular focus is given to language assessment. 


Assessment is an important challenge for today’s language teacher who is called upon to deal with its multidimensional and complex features. Consequently, assessment expertise is a primary cross-cultural ability which needs to be enhanced in order to create the intellectual bridge necessary for improving  and reinforcing communication channels. Assessment strategies which were inexistent or hardly used 35 years ago have become standard, mainstream tools for language assessment; nevertheless, many current practices often fall short when addressing the needs of today’s learners. Recent studies made by Ridway, McCusker and Pead (2004) analyse the importance of e-learning and ITC in raising achievement. They claim that e-assessment improves higher order thinking, social skills and group work. However, the impact of  new technologies on language teaching and learning cannot be completely measured unless it is also used in the assessment process. Levy and Stockwell (2006: 231-232) explain: “…although students may make imaginative use of new technologies in their coursework - creating websites, developing portfolios, participating in collaborative projects - all too often they are still required individually, to complete examinations and assessment items that use very traditional techniques and technologies.”  Rethinking assessment in a global context therefore, forms part of a greater drive to help L2 students become not only competent foreign language users, but creative and critical thinkers as well.  
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   Assessment is multifaceted and in its simplest form is used to evaluate the outcome of student achievement (often referred to as the product) and/or measure the process undertaken to reach that point. However, there is not enough agreement among teachers on how to teach and access language skills. Despite this fact, assessment should not be limited to the mere task of grading. Before focusing on the marking stage, teachers should understand the principles behind the particular rubrics which address the design and use of formative and summative assessment and should be able to interpret their evaluation scales consistently  (Alderson & Wall, 2001). Assessment, therefore, should provide the valuable information and feedback which help the language teacher to:

· place students in courses (i.e. elementary, pre/upper-intermediate, advanced level)

· guide second language acquisition and encourage improvement in the specific  skills- reading, speaking, listening, writing

· evaluate knowledge of previously taught grammar, syntax, lexis; functions; topics

· promote a more genuine way of understanding language in a cross-cultural context

· identify weaknesses (grammar, vocabulary, spelling, pronunciation, etc.) and provide remedial work  

· enhance motivation (group work, problem-solving tasks, self-assessments)

Although course programmes and materials are carefully prepared, assessment objectives often remain unclear while those devised to cover numerous student learning outcomes at a single time do not necessarily succeed in their intent. Salvi (1991:67) claims that reliable assessment often seems to be simply “expert ‘guess-work’”. Issues raised about how and why language assessments are used need to be further explored, along with their consequences, the social values that determine such use, and then the ethical responsibilities of test developers and users. Well-designed assessments include authentic tasks where there is a congruence between assessment and educational goals. Understanding of assessment criteria and detailed marking reporting are beneficial to both learning and teaching outcomes (Bailey,1996; Hughes,1989; Messick,1996). Assessment of student language proficiency may be referred to as ‘product-based’ or ‘process-based’. As it is, examples of product-based language assessments mostly include tests of recently taught grammar, vocabulary and questions on topics dealt with during the lessons. They are usually limited to (a) specific unit(s) in the course book and give students the opportunity to use and revise language already encountered. Process-based assessments, on the other hand, include vocabulary and structures not directly taught and may assess specific skills (e.g. listening and reading comprehension) through multiple choice, true/false, cloze, and reference exercises. Process-based assessments may also require students to write an essay, a composition or do research on topics they are not familiar with. Most 

language teachers usually find product-based assessments easier to plan, as assessment criteria tend to be more tangible. On the other hand, process-based assignments seem more useful for providing information about overall linguistic 

competency. Students, however, often get the impression that a process-based assessment is rather unfair because they feel that the basis for their evaluation has not 

been taught or has been inadequately explained. As a result, they tend to write or do research assignments by copying and pasting from Internet sources. When students are asked to select the most appropriate answer:  a-b-c, some are inclined to choose the correct reply by assuming a gaming behaviour. In no way can this be said to reflect their proficiency in language acquisition or mastery of course content. Nevertheless, “students may be misled by vague instructions, a directionless topic or the fact that the task cannot be completed in the time allotted” (Hyland,2003:224). To avoid such results, a sort of test code should be common policy, each test fitting into the general context of the work done in class (not a copy of course work). Meaningful assessment begins with identifying the purpose(s) of the assessment (Mueller,2004; Wiggins,1998). The purpose of an assessment should directly prescribe the standards students need to know in advance, for example:

· what they are being tested on

· why / when they are being tested

· which type of exercise(s) is/are included 

· which marking criteria is applied

· what is expected of them

However, when planning an assessment strategy for the EFL class other considerations also come into play. For example, to what extent is assessment in one skill representative of language proficiency?  Is performance in speaking a second language necessarily indicative of  reading competence? For its part, does reading ability vary according to different texts (fiction, non-fiction, media)? When should the assessment of reading  remain at a surface level merely testing recall or literal comprehension? Is reading in a foreign language a language problem or a reading problem? Although the assessment process for writing appears more straightforward, there are questions as to what criteria to use for assessing performance and how to ensure reliability and subjective grading. Is accuracy in writing more important than content? Does time influence accuracy? The  assessment of speaking and listening is perhaps even more demanding, given that the relation between performance and competence may vary, not only with context and motivation, but also with the nature of the task and the dynamics of the class. For example, does one-to-one oral test interaction reduce authentic conversational interaction? The language teacher needs to draw on a variety of situations involving problem-solving, the student’s ability to express points of view and interpret them in order to assess speaking and learning effectively. However, when an online strategy is used, students seem to have a more positive emotional state and decreased anxiety, although still the question remains as to whether all students have the same possibility to access the Internet at school/ home? Are they all digitally literate or do they face different levels of difficulty when using a computer? 

In order to address these and other issues related to effective language assessment, the language teacher should recognize the different kinds of language knowledge and ability involved in defining language competence and performance. In general, assessment strategies offer a direct link between the content in which language use takes place, the discourse that is used and the areas of language knowledge that the student employs in producing or interpreting utterances. According to Alderson and Wall (1993) assessment strategies:

· access features of the context to determine whether it is possible to achieve a given goal and if possible, establish which steps are necessary to reach it;

· access which areas of linguistic competency are available to reach that point;

· access the extent to which the communicative goal has been achieved.

      Bachman and Palmer (1996) point out that besides being reliable, assessment criteria must involve construct validity which examines the degree to which an assessment strategy measures the language ability it is supposed to measure. They also underline the necessity of considering the extent to which the test tasks correspond to course content and instructional activities. In order to reduce bias and increase the value of assessment a clear set of criteria must be identified and then applied to each task. Therefore, quick and intuitive judgments on students’ performance should be avoided and more attention should be given to the role assessment plays as a diagnostic tool that includes self-evaluation tests which enable learners to gauge individual progress. Black & William (1998) claim that meaningful student involvement in their own assessment leads to better results. Falsgraf (2005) asserts that assessment should be based on rigorous student-centred data. Sound knowledge of test practice and acquisition of a wider range of assessment techniques are necessary to measure language proficiency, decode results, analyse their meaning and apply such findings to improve teaching and better evaluate programme content. In recent years, research in language assessment  has focused on specific areas of study such as:

· cross-cultural pragmatics

· languages for specific purposes

· vocabulary

· computer based language assessment

Nevertheless, an effort should be made (at all levels of instruction) to move from traditional to alternative ways of assessment which are oriented towards enabling students to think and perform in the foreign language and steer clear of rote memory learning. Therefore, assessment strategies should adequately represent the curriculum, the constructs and promote accurate and reliable inferences about students’ performance. The heart of language testing, according to Alderson and Banerjee  is “an understanding of what language is, and what it takes to learn and use language, which then becomes the basis for establishing ways of assessing learner’s abilities” (2002:80).                      


Multimedia resources have boosted the use of ICT in teaching and learning of modern languages. E-learning has become a promising and widespread solution in a variety of learning scenarios. The foremost benefits of using computer testing include the possibility of immediate feedback, individualized testing and randomization through test banks to increase testing security (Alderson, 2000; Brown,1997; Dunkel,1999). However, although online assessment is an important component of modern education, the use of  ICT to assess language ability still remains a less frequent practice. Canning-Wilson  reports surprising news in the December 2000 issue of the ELT Newsletter. She  claims (from a Time article reading), that the post of classroom teacher is predicted to be one of the top five jobs eliminated by the end of the next century. Hopefully, there will still be a place for the language teacher in the future, in the meantime, the language teacher needs to re-define her/his role and become a facilitator or resource advisor involved in the interactive multimedia environment.

Without doubt, the assessment of language acquisition is not an easy process, owing to the social nature of language performance, its interactional aspects, students’ different learning styles, and teacher’s (in)flexibility in grading. Consequently, assessment is not a neutral process. Set views, which often lead to disagreements and tensions among teachers and disappointments among students, should serve for constructive debate, introspection and create a renewed collaborative spirit. Differences of opinion are productive and provide a wealth of ideas which reflect, in turn, the fact that assessment remains complex. The consolidation of assessment expertise needs to address cultural, ethnic, social and linguistic diversity. Further research in the field of assessment is necessary to explain the interaction of these multipart factors which shape the learning process as a whole. Nevertheless, the Council of Europe’s Common European Framework remains an important and useful reference model of language, language use and language learning. It provides a common basis for the description of standards, content and assessment and defines levels of proficiency which allow students’ progress to be measured at each stage of learning. 
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