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Routledge Introductions to Applied Linguistics is a series of
introductory level textbooks covering the core topics in Applied
Linguistics, primarily designed for those beginning postgraduate
studies, or taking an introductory MA course as well as advanced
undergraduates. Titles in the series are also ideal for language
professionals returning to academic study.

The books take an innovative ‘practice to theory’ approach, with a
‘back-to-front’ structure. This leads the reader from real-world
problems and issues, through a discussion of intervention and how to
engage with these concerns, before finally relating these practical issues
to theoretical foundations. Additional features include tasks with
commentaries, a glossary of key terms, and an annotated further
reading section.

Exploring Language Assessment and Testing is a straightforward
introduction to the field that provides an inclusive and impartial survey
of both classroom-based assessment by teachers and larger-scale
testing, using concrete examples to guide students into the relevant
literature.

Ranging from theory to classroom-based scenarios, the author
provides practical guidance on designing, developing and using
assessments, with flexible step-by-step processes for improving the
quality of tests and assessment systems to make them fairer and
more accurate.

This book is an indispensable introduction to the areas of language
assessment and testing, and will be of interest to language teachers as
well as postgraduate and advanced undergraduate students studying
Language Education, Applied Linguistics and Language Assessment.

Anthony Green is Reader in Language Assessment at the University
of Bedfordshire, UK. His other publications include IELTS Washback
in Context (2007) and Language Functions Revisited (2012). He
has taught courses in Language Assessment around the world and
has extensive practical experience of testing and assessment —
including working as a test researcher, developer, item writer and as
a language teacher.
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The Introductions to Applied Linguistics series

This series provides clear, authoritative, up-to-date overviews of the
major areas of applied linguistics. The books are designed particularly
for students embarking on Masters level or teacher-education courses,
as well as students in the closing stages of undergraduate study. The
practical focus will make the books particularly useful and relevant to
those returning to academic study after a period of professional
practice, and also to those about to leave the academic world for the
challenges of language-related work. For students who have not
previously studied applied linguistics, including those who are
unfamiliar with current academic study in English-speaking universities,
the books can act as one-step introductions. For those with more
academic experience, they can also provide a way of surveying,
updating and organising existing knowledge.

The view of applied linguistics in this series follows a famous
definition of the field by Christopher Brumfit (1995: 27) as:

The theoretical and empirical investigation of real-world problems
in which language is a central issue.

In keeping with this broad problem-oriented view, the series will cover
a range of topics of relevance to a variety of language-related
professions. While language teaching and learning rightly remain
prominent and will be the central preoccupation of many readers, our
conception of the discipline is by no means limited to these areas. Our
view is that while each reader of the series will have their own needs,
specialities and interests, there is also much to be gained from a
broader view of the discipline as a whole. We believe there is much in
common between all enquiries into language-related problems in the
real world, and much to be gained from a comparison of the insights
from one area of applied linguistics with another. Our hope therefore
is that readers and course designers will not choose only those volumes
relating to their own particular interests, but use this series to construct
a wider knowledge and understanding of the field, and the many
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crossovers and resonances between its various areas. Thus, the topics
to be covered are wide in range, embracing an exciting mixture of
established and new areas of applied linguistic enquiry.

The perspective on applied linguistics in this series

In line with this problem-oriented definition of the field, and to address
the concerns of readers who are interested in how academic study can
inform their own professional practice, each book follows a structure
in marked contrast to the usual movement from theory to practice. In
this series, this usual progression is presented back to front. The
argument moves from Problems, through Intervention, and only finally
to Theory. Thus each topic begins with a survey of everyday
professional problems in the area under consideration, ones which the
reader is likely to have encountered. From there it proceeds to a
discussion of intervention and engagement with these problems. Only
in a final section (either of the chapter or the book as a whole) does the
author reflect upon the implications of this engagement for a general
understanding of language, drawing out the theoretical implications.
We believe this to be a truly applied linguistics perspective, in line with
the definition given above, and one in which engagement with real-
world problems is the distinctive feature, and in which professional
practice can both inform and draw upon academic understanding.

Support to the reader

Although it is not the intention that the text should be in any way
activity driven, the pedagogic process is supported by measured
guidance to the reader in the form of suggested activities and tasks that
raise questions, prompt reflection and seek to integrate theory and
practice. Each book also contains a helpful glossary of key terms.

The series complements and reflects the Routledge Handbook of
Applied Linguistics, edited by James Simpson, which conceives and
categorises the scope of applied linguistics in a broadly similar way.

Ronald Carter
Guy Cook

Reference

Brumfit, C. J. (1995) ‘Teacher professionalism and research’, in G. Cook and B.
Seidlhofer (eds) Principle and Practice in Applied Linguistics. Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press, pp. 27-42.
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Note

There is a section of commentaries on a number of the tasks at the
back of the book. The @ symbol in the margin indicates that there is
a commentary on that task.
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Part I of this book is intended as a practical resource to help teachers,
students, trainees and anyone interested in language education to
understand more about the practice of language assessment and
testing. A better understanding of the qualities of good assessments
and of processes and techniques for improving this should help
practising teachers and other educators to make more effective use of
assessment in their professional lives.

The first two chapters set out the core functions of language
assessments. Chapter 1 outlines what is meant by language assessment
and its place in language education. Chapter 2 considers some of the
many reasons that people have for assessing language abilities. It
shows how the practice of language assessment needs to be closely
linked to the ways in which results will be used and interpreted. In
educational settings, this means there must be an interdependent
relationship between teaching, learning and assessment.

Chapter 3 explains a practical and widely applicable approach to
building quality assessments for use in the classroom or in testing
programmes. Chapter 4 describes the qualities of useful assessments
and ways of evaluating them. These chapters introduce the reader to
ways of working that have been shown to improve the quality of
assessment materials and procedures.

Part II introduces the reader to relevant theoretical insights and
shows how the processes described in Part I are used in developing
tests and assessments. Chapters 5 and 6 offer straightforward guidance
on designing and developing more effective assessments and preparing
appropriate materials for the purpose. Supplementary resources on the
companion website (www.routledge.com/cw/rial) illustrate the wide
range of options open to writers of assessments for learners of all ages
and at all stages of language learning.

Part IIT introduces the reader to the study of language assessment,
tracing its emergence as a distinct field of enquiry. It outlines developing
trends and points to areas of controversy and debate. This aspect of
the book not only helps to contextualise and deepen understanding of
the practices described, but opens up avenues for the reader to explore
through further study.


www.routledge.com/cw/rial
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The focus throughout is on assessing people’s ability to use foreign,
second or additional languages and reasons for studying this. The
principles and techniques described apply to the assessment of any
language, but the examples are mainly taken from the assessment of
English. This is partly because my own experience is mainly in teaching
and assessing English, but also for the very good reason that this book
is itself written in English and so the examples should be accessible to
all readers.

Technical terms that are covered in the Glossary are identified where
they first appear by bold type. Additional resources and practical
exercises are provided on the companion website (www.routledge.com/
cwi/rial). For each section, further sources of reading are recommended
for the reader who wishes to explore the issues in more depth.


www.routledge.com/cw/rial
www.routledge.com/cw/rial
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1 Putting language
assessment in its place

Personal reflection

What do you understand by the term language assessment? How is it
different from language teaching or language learning?

What do you think are the main differences (if any) between assessments,
tests and examinations?

What do you understand by the terms language skills, language
knowledge and language abilities?

Think about an experience you have had of a language test.
Did you find the experience enjoyable? Why (or why not)?

Do you think that the test helped you to learn the language? How?

Language as evidence about people

It is a natural reaction to hearing or reading any fragment of language
to use it as evidence about the person who produced it. When we
speak on the telephone to people whom we have not met, we may use
the sound of their voice, its accent and pitch to give us clues about
whether they are native speakers of our language, which region they
come from, their gender, age, social class and profession, and their
mood and attitudes.

It seems that we can’t help forming an opinion about people
according to the kind of language they produce. In Britain, surveys of
customers of telephone call centres investigating attitudes towards
accents show that British people tend to associate American accents
with high levels of success, Scottish accents with trustworthiness, and
the accents of people who come from large cities such as London,
Liverpool and Birmingham with low levels of both (The Yorkshire
Post, 2006). These attitudes may be unreasonable, but we are more
likely to listen to and believe messages delivered by voices that we find
pleasing and trustworthy. Businesses know this and carefully choose
actors with suitable accents to deliver their advertising messages.
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If we receive a letter or email from someone, we base similar judgements
on their choice of words and written style. We may even begin to form
ideas about their appearance and personality. As you read this, you are
probably already building up a picture in your mind of the writer of this
book. When you do this kind of thing, you are using the language that a
person produces to make inferences or draw conclusions about them.

Linguistic evidence can sometimes be used quite formally to give
insights into a person’s identity or personality. Experts in forensic
linguistics often try to establish where a suspect comes from by studying
his or her accent or speech patterns. Sometimes employers look at the
size and shape of job applicants’ handwriting because this is supposed
to give insights into their personalities. However, these kinds of
inferences about people’s regional origins or characteristics are not
usually what is implied by the term language assessment. In this book
the focus is on assessments where knowledge about language, the ability
to use language or skill in applying these are measured or evaluated.

In everyday life, we not only make judgements about people on the
basis of how they use language; we also make judgements about the
qualities of the language that they use. We notice when they make
grammatical errors or choose an inappropriate word; when they
appear impolite or overly formal; when they are very hesitant; when
they are being unclear or imprecise or, on the other hand, when they
seem to express their ideas particularly well. We also judge our own
use of language. As we speak or write, we monitor and correct
ourselves. We put right our slips of the tongue and fix our spelling
mistakes (with or without the help of our word processing software);
we rephrase the things we say if people misunderstand us; we reorganise
our written texts to try to make our ideas clearer to our readers.

The nature of the knowledge, skills and abilities involved in learning
and using a language is a matter of debate. An introduction to some of
the contentious issues that have excited language assessment specialists
is given in Part III. Briefly, knowledge about language may include
recognising a word written in a foreign language and knowing a
translation equivalent (bird in English can be translated as L in
Arabic, & it in Chinese or Vogelin German), or knowing a grammatical
rule: the past participle in English regular verbs is formed by adding
—ed to the stem: look - looked), or knowing pragmatic conventions.
For example, in most circumstances How are you? spoken by an
acquaintance is likely to be intended as a conventional greeting. The
anticipated response might be, Good. You? rather than details of the
other’s feelings or of any medical conditions.

A distinction is often made in language education following Hymes
(1972) between knowledge of the rules governing language as a system
and the ability to actually use language in unrehearsed interaction.
Learners may know a good deal about a language, but be unable to
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access the words or phrases they know in the course of a conversation
or be unable to pronounce them accurately. Conversely, many people
are able to communicate effectively in a wide range of situations with
little or no explicit knowledge of the systems of rules that govern the
language they are using. Language skills involve drawing on language
knowledge and language abilities in order to read, listen, write, speak,
to interact with others, or to mediate between them.

The evidence we have of a person using a language may be very
limited — a few telephone conversations and a handful of emails,
perhaps — but based on what we observe in these few instances, we
often make inferences about their more general knowledge of a
language, their ability to use the language and their skill in carrying
out language-related tasks. We may hear them speak for just a few
minutes, but reach conclusions such as: ‘Adel knows more Albanian
than I do’ or ‘Bonita can get by in Bengali’. We see a few examples of
their writing and we make statements such as: ‘Carole can write very
polished business letters in Chinese’ or ‘Dai finds it really difficult to
form questions in Danish’.

The major focus of this book will be on the use of language assessment
in educational contexts. This setting for language assessment is unusual
in some important ways. Firstly, language teachers, unlike most of us,
are actually expected to voice their judgements about other people’s
language use and are generally rewarded (rather than resented) for
pointing out and correcting errors. If you have worked as a language
teacher, you will probably have experience during the natural course of
any lesson of deciding whether one of your students has produced
accurate and appropriate language, and perhaps putting right mistakes
they have made or asking them to try again. You have probably asked
them to read or listen to a text in the foreign language and then asked
them questions about it to check their understanding. As I define language
assessment in this book, examples can range from informal classroom
activities to well-known national and international language tests.

So, here is a simple definition:

Language assessment involves obtaining evidence to inform inferences
about a person’s language-related knowledge, skills or abilities.

The evidence comes from the performance of tasks that involve the use
of language. The inferences are what we interpret the performance to
mean based on our beliefs about the nature of language and its role in
the life of the person being assessed.

The inferences we make about assessees (the term I will use in this
book for the people being assessed) are generally used to inform
decisions — decisions that can range in magnitude from whether it
would be better for them to use another comma in a sentence or
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practice saying a certain phrase again, to whether they should be given
a job or permitted to make their home in a certain country.

In language education, teacher training programmes tend to give
assessment rather little attention. Assessment is often the topic of just a
few sessions: apparently an issue of little direct concern to the teacher,
perhaps better left to expert specialists. On the other hand, it sometimes
seems to take on overriding importance in the lives of teachers and
learners. Many school children, if asked why they are learning a foreign
language, would answer that they are doing it mainly to pass a public
test, often known as an examination. Most language teachers spend a
good deal of time assessing their students and, especially when the day
of an important national examination is getting close, many dedicate
most of their classes to preparing their students to take these tests.

In this book I argue that language assessment is inseparable from
the teaching and learning of languages. This challenges the more
traditional view in teacher education that assessment is a distinct
activity: one that is marginal to the main business of the language
teacher. In my view, teachers need to develop what is sometimes called
assessment literacy. They not only need to understand something
about how language assessments are made, scored and interpreted by
others, but also to be able to make, score and interpret the results of
useful assessments themselves. Experience suggests that low levels of
assessment literacy can lead to bad educational decisions and to
teaching and learning that are less effective than they could be.

Assessment and testing

The traditional view that separates assessment from teaching may result
from the identification of the word assessment with the narrower
activity of testing. A test is an event that is especially set up to elicit a
performance (usually within a predetermined time frame) for the
purpose of making judgements about a person’s knowledge, skills or
abilities. In the course of a language test the person being judged (the
assessee —a ‘test taker’, ‘testee’ or ‘candidate’) will respond to a prompt
(e.g., an essay title; questions asked by an interviewer; a set of choices
on a test paper). The test taker’s response is judged or scored according
to a mark scheme. This is a predetermined procedure such as identifying
and calculating the proportion of correct answers: 14 out of 20;
counting the number of errors in a piece of writing; assigning points or
marks to an essay to match descriptions presented on a scale, etc. The
outcome is a score or grade, which is then formally recorded. The
formalities and rituals of formal testing and the penalties associated
with failure can make them an intimidating experience for the test taker.

For some commentators, assessment is distinguished from testing
because it covers a much broader cycle of activities. In addition to the
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test event (which involves eliciting a performance as evidence of
language abilities), these activities include:

¢ deciding on the content of the test;

® scoring the performance;

¢ deciding on the meaning of the scores obtained;

e decisions that the scores are used to justify (such as choosing which
students to admit onto a course or deciding whether to award certificates).

In this view, the test is just one step in a sequence of events which
together make up a cycle of assessment. This assessment cycle will be
discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.

From another point of view, the word ‘testing’ can refer to this entire
cycle of assessment events, but tests are understood to make up a relatively
small set of controlled procedures among a much broader range of
options. Assessment is a more general term than testing and takes in many
different methods of obtaining and evaluating language data, including
less formal procedures with fewer controls and restrictions than tests.

While it can be helpful to remind ourselves that assessment involves
a whole cycle of inter-related activities, it is the second of these
distinctions — the range of options for obtaining information — that is
more often made in discussions of language assessment and so is the
one used in this book.

In contrast to tests, other forms of assessment may involve such
activities as:

e informal questioning in class by teachers;

* semi-formal exercises and quizzes carried out in class;

e learners reflecting on their own use of language — self-assessment;

e learners judging each other’s performance — peer assessment;

e the collection of samples of language that have not been elicited
according to any fixed or formal plan. Examples of this include
observations and some forms of portfolio assessment.

Observations involve teachers watching and recording student
performance in classroom activities. Portfolios are collections of
student work that may showcase their best achievements or represent
progress over a period of time.

Task 1.1

Have you ever experienced self-assessment or peer assessment?

What do you think would be the main advantages and disadvantages
of these techniques?
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Other approaches to assessment that do, like tests, involve specific
prompts ( e.g., classroom exercises of the kind found in most textbooks)
may not be carried out under controlled conditions (such as set time
constraints or curbs on discussing answers with fellow students).
Scores may not be formally recorded as evidence of the students’
abilities. In fact, reporting does not need to involve the award of grades
or scores at all, but may, for example, involve highlighting errors or
giving descriptive commentaries on performance.

It is important to understand that tests are not the only means of
judging learners’ language knowledge, skills and abilities; and that not
all language assessments are formal procedures that lead to scores or
grades. On the contrary, most language assessments are informal,
unobtrusive, involve no special arrangements and do not cause
particular anxiety or fear in the people who are being assessed.

Assessment, teaching and learning

There are a number of different strategies we can use when we learn a
new skill from another person. Perhaps the simplest of these is
imitation: one person, the learner, watches what another person does
and then attempts it for him or herself. When animals learn skills, this
generally appears to be how they do it. We know that some
chimpanzees, for example, can learn how to carry out quite
sophisticated tasks, such as using a stick as a tool to catch insects, by
copying the actions of other members of their group. They carefully
observe what the skilled chimpanzee does, recognising that one set of
actions — such as shaping a stick — is related to another — poking the
stick into a tree trunk — and that these actions together bring a reward
—a meal of insects. They then try to recreate the same series of actions
themselves to get the same reward. Chimpanzees are very good at
imitation and they often perform better than humans in carrying out
intricate imitation tasks.

Assessment of this kind of learning can be straightforward.
Combining imitation with a process of trial and error, learners either
succeed in accomplishing the task, or repeatedly fail and eventually
give up.

Although it is possible to build knowledge by observing and
copying, imitation alone is a limited way of passing on skills, and the
more complex the skill, the less effective imitation seems to be. A child
can watch an adult driving a car and try to copy the movements she
sees, but that will probably not make her a safe and effective driver
when she has the chance to take the wheel. When learning a language,
I can try to imitate the sounds that speakers of that language make, to
memorise words and grammatical patterns; but that is not likely to be
enough to enable me to communicate effectively.
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Learning complex skills like these is much more effective if we
understand something about why people perform certain actions and
how those actions help them to accomplish the tasks they want to
carry out. This level of understanding is easier to achieve if we have
another person to teach us.

In order to teach, people need both to understand that others can’t
do what they themselves can do, and to be motivated to pass on their
own knowledge. When a person has mastered a new skill, they often
share their newfound ability not only by showing — inviting others to
watch as they perform the skill — or telling — explaining to the learners
how to do it — but also by attending to the learners and judging how
well they have understood and how close they are to being able to
carry out the task independently.

Human learners do not usually simply imitate their teacher, but
actively try to make sense of what they are learning: not only to notice
that carrying out a sequence of actions leads to a particular outcome,
but to understand why it does so. The teacher can support the learner
by observing the learner’s efforts and providing feedback: pointing
out what they are doing well and what they are doing poorly in order
to help them to improve. As humans, our willingness to teach each
other in this way is one reason why we are so much more efficient
than animals at preserving and developing our collective knowledge
and technologies.

Understanding the gap between what learners can do now and what
they need to be able to do or understand in order to fulfil a task
successfully requires a sophisticated awareness both of the task and
the learner. In the case of language learning, learners need to build an
understanding of how people can use language to accomplish tasks
such as establishing a rapport with another person, buying clothes or
getting their hair cut. Assessment that takes account of this requires
more than simple judgements of success or failure.

As well as having a good mastery of the skill herself, and the ability
to model the skill in ways that make it more accessible to the learner,
the good teacher breaks down complex skills into the different elements
that contribute to success. The teacher recognises which of these the
learners are able to do independently, which they can do with some
help or prompting, and which remain well beyond their abilities. The
teacher may allow learners to carry out parts of a task that they are
already able to accomplish, but offer help with the more challenging
stages. Think of how a mother might help a child to assemble a model
or cook a meal, letting the child carry out the task, but asking questions,
pointing out mistakes, perhaps actually carrying out some of the most
complex steps in the process herself before asking the child to try to
replicate what she has done, giving feedback at the same time on what
the child is doing well and how he might do better.
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Another way in which people learn new skills is through working
together to solve problems. By acting as a team, people can do things
that no individual member could do when acting alone. Think of
teams of engineers or medical researchers developing innovative
machinery or new treatments. The members of the group create new
forms of knowledge by participating together in activities and the
relationships between them can be very important to the kinds of
learning that will occur.

This kind of collective social learning can be challenging to assess,
especially when using traditional tests, grades and scores, because it is
difficult to establish what contribution each group member has made
to the outcome. In order to achieve better outcomes, members of the
group may need to come to understand for themselves what aspects of
the activity they might be able to carry out in different ways to achieve
better results.

Because assessment is used for a wide variety of purposes, it is quite
easy to conceive of assessment taking place without teaching — one
reason why many learners don’t like public tests is that the test
providers do not often give them any advice on which questions they
answered correctly or incorrectly. The test teaches them nothing. On
the other hand, it is almost impossible to imagine any form of teaching
that does not involve assessment. Even in the most traditional
classrooms, based on a transmission model of teaching (which assumes
that learning is mainly or wholly dependent on the teacher telling a
group of students new information), the content of the lectures is
intended to fill a gap between what the students are believed to know
already and what they need to know in order to succeed.

To be really effective as teachers, we need to find effective ways of
assessing learners. We then need to use what we learn from assessment
to decide on actions to take that will help learners to improve their
knowledge of the language or their skill in using it. A major challenge
for language educators is that the process of learning a second language
is still rather poorly understood. Second language acquisition (SLA)
researchers, who investigate this process, disagree about the fundamental
mechanisms of language learning and a number of competing theories
can be found (see Cook, 2008; Lightbown and Spada, 2012; Mitchell
et al., 2012). In assessing learners, we need to be clear about how we
believe languages are learned; what kinds of evidence we might be able
to collect to show us what learners know about a language; what they
are able to use the language to do; what they have difficulty with; and
how we can help them to expand their abilities.

Another troublesome issue in assessing language learning is the
extent of disagreement about the purposes for learning languages. For
some, languages should be taught in schools as a necessary basic skill.
Just as we need to learn arithmetic in order to operate in the modern
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world - shopping, using banking services, checking our taxes — so we
need foreign languages to do business and to interact with people from
other countries. There are said to be economic benefits for countries
with a linguistically adaptable labour force.

For others, the primary benefit of learning languages has more to do
with what Cook (2008) described as ‘brain training’. Languages help
us to develop our intelligence or adopt more flexible ways of thinking.
Traditionally, a major purpose for learning languages was personal
development through the understanding of classic works of literature
and so becoming more ‘cultured’. What we choose to assess will, of
course, reflect what we think are the key purposes for language
learning. These issues will be explored in more detail in Part III.

People generally tend to believe that language assessments give
them pertinent information that can help them to make good decisions.
If they are right, assessments may be useful tools that improve teaching
and learning and serve society more generally. On the other hand, a
lack of assessment information, poor information from badly
conceived assessments, or even poorly understood information from
well-conceived assessments may lead to regrettable decisions. Teaching
and learning will suffer, able people will be denied opportunities and
society will experience the negative effects. It is very important that we
carry out language assessment as well as we can and use the results in
a well-informed manner.
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