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1   Why documentation?

In the 1985 Italian Primary School Curriculum Guidelines (DPR 104/85) teachers were required to regularly gather information about learners’ knowledge and skills development, their ability to learn and their progress. Information had to be gathered in a short form according to criteria that would enact a positive comparison of the individual and group learning growth. 

“Tools and modalities for gathering information had to be different but always relevant to the type of activity taken into consideration: in some cases objective tests, in other cases forms of recording of less formal teaching experience might be used”.
The above mentioned guidelines are on line with a wider framework where self-assessment  is regarded as pedagogically central. Self-assessment is a way to provide students with the opportunity to be assessed in relation to their whole educational career and to compare their growth with the growth of the whole class. Foreign language competence assessment criteria will take into consideration all the teaching objectives for the four skills development. The choice of the tests to be used to measure these competences will have to be based upon criteria of meaningfulness and of coherence with the type of activities students have been using during their courses.
2   Evaluation
2.1 What do we mean by evaluation?
The term evaluation has different meanings according to the context is being used. If it is used in the educational context, it is important to analyse the different aspects where evaluation is being used. The aim of evaluation within an educational context is to gather data and information and thus gain a clear understanding of specific teaching and learning processes, in order to then make decisions aimed at enhancing a positive change of those same processes. “Data and information can be of different types (from the learner’s biodata to his/her learning paths) and they may be collected in different ways: from classroom observation of the learners to the administration of objective tests in the classroom.”  (Benvenuto in Benvenuto, Lopriore, 2000:117). 

Gathering information means understanding the different types of tools to be used as well as identifying the most reliable and valid instruments to be adopted during the different phases of school life. The absence of multiple approaches and tools or the lack of a flexible use of these tools might affect the decisions to be taken that might be scarcely connected to reality and thus result ineffective.  The different aspects connected with evaluation are:

· the idea of evaluation (there are people who think evaluation means expressing a judgement, others, on the contrary, think it means describing formative processes);

· the functions of evaluation (control or change);
· the objects of evaluation (objectives, results, activities, relationships or transactions);

· the research methodology (geared at measurement or at phenomenologic analysis);
· the types of information and of their processing (quantitative or qualitative);

· the instruments or the techniques (standardized & objective or descriptive & subjective) (Tessaro, 1997 in Benvenuto, Lopriore, 2000:117).

Let’s now draw a distinction among terms. Tests are formal procedures, usually administered within strict time limitations to sample the performance of a test-taker in a specified domain. Assessment connotes a much broader concept in that most of the time when teachers are teaching, they are also assessing.  Assessment includes all occasions form informal impromptu observations and comments up to and including tests. (Douglas-Brown, 2004: 251). Evaluation is an intrinsic part of teaching and learning, but it is also a natural activity, something that may not always be made explicit but may be also undertaken unconsciously (Rea-Dickins, Germaine, 1992:4). Assessment and evaluation are a constituent part of the teaching act; as a consequence, “the real problem is not whether to assess or not assess, but how to assess and why. One of the first issues is the alternative between explicit and implicit assessment.” Vertecchi (1999: 37).
It is thus important to establish what to assess (the evaluation object), how to assess (the evaluation tools) and why assess (the evaluation functions).  

School evaluation
Objects of school evaluation might be the students’ results (achievement), the types of learning (process), the types of relationships among students (socialization), the effectiveness of some teaching methods (didactics and innovation), our teaching plan (syllabus), the types of cross curricular connections (inter- and multi-disciplinarity).

Approaches, methodologies and tools will change according to the object and purpose of our evaluation.

School assessment: When & Why? 

Initial evaluation  is usually carried out to ascertain the threshold levels, to analyse learners’ prerequisites (learners’ previous knowledge, abilities, skills and competencies needed to put any teaching plan into practice). At the beginning of a course teachers can identify and evaluate the difficulties that a learner or a group of learners may present in relation to a specific aspect of the language through assessment (Diagnostic test) or they may predict students’ results in the short term within a specific course section. 
Formative assessment, carried out during the teaching-learning path, in the process of forming their competencies and skills, is aimed at identifying  the level and the quality of students’ learning at the end  of a course phase and before starting the following one.
This type of assessment allows an ongoing monitoring of students’ learning and of the quality of the teaching intervention. The teacher may thus immediately  intervene with revision activities or individualised interventions.  

Final assessment takes place at the end of a formative process, or of meaningful phases of that process. It may have a predictive function as it may provide useful elements for the individual student’s future learning experiences and studies. The final tests of a learning process – summative assessment – are closely connected to that process and the criteria used are coherent with the formative objectives established in the course syllabus.
At times, assessment may be part of a certification process as it certifies individual students’ competence level according to public parameters and criteria apart from the formative course attended by the students.    International certifications for foreign languages, for example, assess (‘take a picture of’) the situation (knowledge and competencies for each skill) of the exam candidates in a specific moment and according to levels of competence acknowledged at international level.

2.2   Assessment tools
One of the criteria used to classify the learning assessment tools is the amount of fixed response format each tool might have: it might range from being almost totally unstructured, as the traditional formal school interview, to the totally fixed response format of the objective tests.   
The greater amount of fixed response guarantees test correction and evaluation from the risk of subjectivity in the process of grading.
Fixed response formats are the ones in which the candidates’ possible responses have been anticipated and the candidate’s task is to choose the appropriate response from those offered and correction is objective and reliable.  
There are several types  of fixed response format tests: Multiple Choice, True/false, Matching and Completion questions. In the multiple choice format, items present a range of anticipated likely responses to the test taker. Only one of the presented alternatives is correct (the key), the others (the distractors) are based “on typical confusions or misunderstandings seen in learners’ attempts to answer the questions” (MacNamara, 2000:6).
Features of assessment tools
Learning assessment tools should be objective, valid and reliable. 
A test is objective when results are independent from the rater.

A test is valid as long as it measures what it claims to measure (content validity). A test has concurrent validity if its results are supported by other concurrent performance beyond the assessment itself.
A test is reliable when there is in time a consistency of measurement of the individuals assessed. 

Assessment tools: functions and organization
	
	Objective
Fixed format
	Semi-structured
Constructed response format


	Non-structured 

Open 

	Test format
	Fixed stimulus (questions) and predetermined questions (fixed).
	Fixed stimulus (instructions) and independent processing of answers. 
	Open stimulus (questions or instructions) and independent processing of answers.

	Evaluation functions

	Descriptive
Explorative
	Observation grids.
Evaluation scales.
	Written production (descriptions, narratives, reflections).
	Descriptive protocols.
Interviews.

	Assessment
Certification
	Tests (True/False, Multiple choice, matching, fill in the gaps)

Systematic observation
	Essays,

written productions (summary, argumentative essays, compositions)
	Formal interview
Discussion

	Orientation
	Questionnaires
	Questionnaires/
Interviews
	Interview



School assessment has too often been characterised by subjectivity as teachers have worked for years in isolation, thus running the risk of using subjective criteria in the assessment process.

If teachers shared their evaluation criteria with their colleagues in a collegial perspective, they would strengthen their general educational intervention. A necessary condition for collegial assessment should: 
· identify and negotiate common objectives;

· share teaching and assessment approaches; 

· use common and shared assessment and evaluation tools; 

· communicate the results achieved (students, families and schools) as well as the procedures that have been followed;

· plan the distribution of evaluation all along the school year; 
· develop tests together as a group; 

· use common measurement scales.
3   Alternative or authentic assessment
3.1 What is authentic/alternative assessment?

In the last twenty years traditional forms of assessment have been under severe criticism from the public. “One of the disturbing things about tests is the extent to which many people accept the results uncritically, while others believe that all testing is invidious. But tests are simply measurement tools. It is the use to which we put their results that can be appropriate or inappropriate” (Bailey1998:204).

Tests are one of a number of possible ways of assessing  learners. When we assess students we should foresee the use of different types of measurement tools capable of providing valid information both in terms of results and of the thinking processes underlying them.

Current perspectives tend to favour a type of assessment connected with the teaching contexts and students’ performances (performance assessment) in real, everyday situations, eg carrying out a project, solving a problem, performing a procedure etc., these types of assessment are defined as ‘authentic’ or ‘alternative’ assessment.
Performance assessment is more valid when it is authentic, that is when it assesses a certain type of competence in a real context where that type of competence is being required.

One of the main causes of dissatisfaction for traditional objective tests is related to the validità of this type of tools often regarded as de-contextualised and unable to collect information about the learning process. In order to get a reliable representation of a learner’s competencies, only one type of measurement can’t be used, rather a set of measurement tools related to the complexity of objectives and learning contexts should be preferred.

This doesn’t mean abandoning traditional assessment tools, but rather integrating them with other sources of information as for example, systematic observation, interviews, protocols, self-assessment grids or learners’ narratives, in order to have a multiple perspective, thus enabling raters to reach sounder judgements. 
The four main features of authentic assessment are: 
a) authentic assessment is related to the syllabus of the course attended and students are asked questions concerning what they regard as meaningful learning experiences;
b) authentic assessment is based upon evidence coming from students’ several activities and performances; 
c) authentic assessment is aimed at improving learning and teaching activities and it is based upon self-assessment and reflection; 
d) authentic assessment  mirrors class standards and it does not refer to a norm. 
Authentic assessment and fixed response assessment are both valid and complementary approaches, the choice of one or the other depends on what  is to be measured. 

In the table below the main differences between fixed response and authentic assessment are summarised, as an example, even if – as it usually happens with summaries and examples – there’s a lot of overlapping between the two forms of assessment. 

Comparison of authentic assessment and fixed response assessment (adaptation from Kohonen, 1997 & Amstrong, 1994 by Lopriore & Salerni, 2001)

	Fixed response tests 
	Authentic assessment

	1. Tests and teaching are separate.
2. Tests are the same for all students.
3. Decisions are made on the basis of students’ results.
4. Stress is put on learners’ errors.
5. It’s usually based on one exam only.
6. Attention is laid upon the correct answers.
7. Judgements are expressed but not to improve results.
8. Teachers are mostly concerned with the use of tests.
9. Students’ lack of competences are emphasised.
10. Students are asked to work individually.
	1. Assessment is integral to teaching.
2. Learners are individuals.
3. Different sources of information and data are taken into consideration.
4. Focus is on the learner’s strengths.
5. Assessment is continuous and longitudinal.
6. Different perspectives are taken into consideration.
7. Information gathered is used to improve learning.
8. Teachers use data to develop the curriculum and to monitor teaching processes. 

9. Learners’ thinking skills as well as good results are highlighted.
10. Learners’ active and collaborative learning is encouraged. 


3.2 Forms of authentic assessment
If the function of authentic assessment is to provide evidence of a learning process and to assess it together with the traditional assessment forms, there are several forms of authentic assessment, as for example: systematic observation, data collection grids, project work observation, learning logs, performance indicators lists, self-assessment grids, portfolios etc. . All these data contribute to the development of a judgement conducive to evaluation.

The list below summarizes alternatives in assessment commonly used by teachers.

“Alternatives in assessments 

· Require students to perform, create, produce, do something;

· Use real-world contexts or simulations;

· Are non intrusive in that they extend the day-to-day classroom activities;

· Allow students to be assessed on what they  normally do in class everyday;
· Use tasks that represent meaningful instructional activities;

· Focus on processes as well as products;

· Tap into higher-level thinking and problem-solving skills;

· Provide information about both the strengths and weaknesses of students;

· Are multiculturally sensitive when properly administered;

· Ensure that people, not machines, do the scoring, using human judgement;

· Encourage open disclosure of standards and rating criteria;

· Call upon teachers to perform new instructional and assessment roles.”
(Brown & Hudson, 1998:654)
4    Self-assessment
4.1        What is self-assessment?

Self-assessment is a form of assessment directly carried out by the learner on his/her own learning, often in conjunction with teacher’s assessment. 

Self-assessment is based upon specific criteria and grids compiled in such a way as to allow the learner to recognize his/her competencies and knowledge in different contexts of use and to identify his/her weaknesses and strengths. Self-assessment may focus upon extra-linguistic abilities and take the form of questionnaires, diaries, observation grids etc.

Self-assessment derives directly from several principles of second language learning that have put the emphasis on the learner-centred approach and on the learner’s learning strategies and styles as well on his/her autonomy. Involving learners in the assessment process is an essential part of the learning and teaching process. Self-assessment grids allow learners to personally monitor their progress and to provide teachers with essential information about their teaching. Reflecting upon one’s own ways of learning reinforces learning while making students more responsible and collaborative.
Learners thus learn to identify and establish their learning objectives and to transfer their strengths into other areas while teachers may use that information to identify their students’ most effective learning modes.

What is essential is for teachers is to provide opportunities for learners to appreciate the importance of autonomous learning and of self-assessment activities.

4.2 Forms of self-assessment
Self-assessment should be sustained by a teaching process where several learning monitoring tools, such as grids, questionnaires or logs expressed as first person statements,  are constantly used.

These tools may ne focussed upon:
a) Learners’ individual preferences for learning activities they have been doing;

Example
	Today I
	(   I like it
	(   I don’t like it

	listened to a story
	
	

	read a short story
	
	

	watched a video
	
	

	played a game
	
	


b) Learners’ assessment of their own learning expressed in terms of what learners can or can’t do; 
Example
	(
I can
	
	(
I’m not sure

 I can
	(
I can’t

	
	Read a short story
	
	

	
	Understand the words of a song
	
	

	
	Write a report
	
	


c) Learners’ statements about their level of competence; 
Example
Express your  assessment from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very well)
	I can identify words and short sentences…..
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. in a list
	
	
	
	
	

	2. in a poster
	
	
	
	
	

	3. in newspapers or magazines
	
	
	
	
	

	4. on boxes, 
	
	
	
	
	

	5. on computers……
	
	
	
	
	


d) Learners’ assessment of thier social and interactive skills in group work; 
Example
	Today in my group I…
	Never
	Some-times
	Mostly
	Always

	 contributed my ideas and information
	
	
	
	

	 asked for help when I needed it
	
	
	
	

	 helped keep the group on task
	
	
	
	


e) Learners’ personal reactions to working modes (individual work, pair work, group work, plenaries etc.); 
Example
Think of the most recent English classes. You’ve been working in different modes, at times you were asked to work individually, in pairs, in a group or just took part to a plenary. Mark the mode you liked most. You can mark more than one mode, in this case use numbers, eg use 1 for the one you liked best. 
	I like working…
	Never
	Sometimes
	Always

	on my own
	
	
	

	with my deskmate
	
	
	

	in a group
	
	
	

	with my teacher
	
	
	


f) Learners’ assessment of their progress in communicative activities or in specific contexts of use. The self-assessment grid may be built following the model of the CEFR self-assessment grid (http://culture.coe.fr/lang/index.html)

The tables below refer to the CEFR  Level A1 descriptors for speaking and listening. 
	Understanding
	A1
	Speaking
	A1

	Listening
	I can understand familiar words and very basic phrases concerning myself, my family and immediate concrete surroundings when people speak slowly and clearly.
	Spoken Interaction
	I can interact in a simple way provided the other person is prepared to repeat or rephrase things at a slower rate of speech and help me formulate what I'm trying to say. I can ask and answer simple questions in areas of immediate need or on very familiar topics.

	Reading
	I can understand familiar names, words and very simple sentences, for example on notices and posters or in catalogues.
	Spoken  Production
	I can use simple phrases and sentences to describe where I live and people I know.


The following is an example of a self-assessment grid at the end of a learning module (CEFR level: between A1 and A2). The statements, at this level, should be left in the learners’ mother tongue in order to facilitate their understanding.
Example
Complete the table below with the symbols ( (I can do it), ( (I am not sure I can do it), e ( (I can’t do it).

	ORAL COMPREHENSION

	· I can associate pictures with actions when I listen to a story. 
	

	· I can recognize food and drink names when I hear them. 
	

	· I can understand that a person is hungry or thirsty when s/he says s o.
	

	ORAL INTERACTION

	· I can ask and answer questions about past events. 
	

	· I can take part to a conversation where food and drinks are being offered, giving appropriate answers. 
	

	· I can ask and answer questions  about the weather. 
	

	ORAL PRODUCTION

	· I can provide a description of how I spent my birthday. 
	

	· I can say whether I am hungry or thirsty.
	

	· I can express opinions about an event. 
	

	WRITTEN COMPREHENSION

	· I can understand features of cohesion in a text.
	

	· I can answer questions about a written text. 
	

	WRITTEN PRODUCTION

	· I can write a short description about how I spent my birthday.  
	

	· I can write a short story about a past event using some pictures to help me.
	


Can you do other things in English that have not been listed in the table? Make a note and tell your teacher and school mates. (da Off We Go, ©Lopriore, Borsani, Ceruti, Mori, Ed.Loescher 2001)

f) Learners’ evaluation of group work or of participation to a class project has got a pedagogic value as it puts together individual and group reactions while valuing the exchange of ideas without limiting individual contributions, thus providing an added value to individual self assessment grids.   
Example of questions about class work/projects etc.
	· What is it about?
	· When did you do it?
	· Whom did you do it with?

	· Why did you choose this project?
	· What materials did you use?
	· Was it difficult?

	· What did you learn?
	· Was it interesting?
	· Did you like it?


	GROUP EVALUATION GRID

	
	Always
	Sometimes
	Never

	We had clear goals.
	
	
	

	We stayed on task.
	
	
	

	We checked to make sure everyone understood what we did.
	
	
	

	We answered any questions that were asked.
	
	
	

	Anyone who had difficulty got extra practice and help.
	
	
	

	We made decisions based on the views of all.
	
	
	


5   Language learning assessment

5.1  Assessing language learning

Knowing a foreign language means being able to use it in real contexts and having developed both receptive and productive skills. This makes the assessment process apparently easier, as competencies are immediately visible and perceived even by non-experts in the field, but, at the same time, foreign language competence has many elements of evidence, indicators of learners’ performance, that can thus be classified and assessed in a more systematic way. Particularly since the widespread use and understanding of the communicative approach, foreign language assessment has been more carefully studied and analysed in order to make the best use of all the features of learners’ performance.

Historically, language testing trends and practices have followed the shifting trends of teaching methodology. In the fifties, the time of behaviourism and of contrastive analysis, testing focused on specific language elements, there was a specific  interest in assessing discrete elements of the foreign language competence (Discrete point tests), with a special emphasis on single skills or grammar points. Language was considered as a structure that could be split into single elements individually assessable.
It was only in the seventies that research work carried out in the filed of sociolinguistics, learner needs and communication, that the notion of communicative competence was defined and developed, thus requiring the search for new assessment tools in foreign language learning. Communicative theories brought a more integrative view of testing (Integrative tests) and, in the eighties, language testing focussed most on communicative language-testing tasks and a quest for authenticity was launched (Douglas Brown, 2004:10). In those years the assessment field became more and more concerned with the importance of strategic competence and of the authenticity of tasks and of texts, nowadays the current trend in language testing is specifically focussed on performance-based assessment
The whole chapter nine of the CEFR  - devoted to foreign language assessment – underlines two aspects in language testing:
· the importance of relating assessment to competence descriptors as the ones illustrated by the CEFR;

· the relevance of using the descriptors in order to provide learners’ competence profiles, thus enhancing and going beyond performance assessment.
A communicative test will thus be a pragmatic test, a test that will enable the learner to use authentic language in context while using different communicative functions.
5. 2  Assessment tools
The types of tests most commonly used at school for foreign language assessment are usually either discrete or integrated tests. Most textbooks provide a wide variety of examples of fixed response tests and teachers always use them without developing their own.  In some cases teachers have to develop their own tests either because the tests provided by the textbook are not detailed enough or because they do not represent what has been the actual contents of what has been done in class. Developing your own tests is not an easy task as many different factors need to be taken into consideration, as for example:

· The type of task: its degree of difficulty, the cognitive processes involved, the appropriacy of the operations involved etc.

· The vocabulary used

· The instructions 

· The time allocated  etc.
In the following table the most frequently used forms of assessment are summarised accordino to the types of comunicative activities. 
	Oral comprehension
	Written Comprehension

	· Multiple Choice 
· True / False
· Sound discrimination
· Execution of instructions or directions.

· Completion of: pictures, sentences, conversations
· Images or sequences reordering 
· Identification of information, characters, objects 
	· Multiple Choice 

· True / False

· Combination of texts, definitions
· Questions on written texts

· Cloze tests

· Completion

· Sequences reordering



	Oral production and interaction 
	Written production and interaction 

	· Description and comparison of pictures

· Sequences reordering

· Completion of sentences, conversations etc.

· Guided interactions on visual or verbal elicitations.
	Sentences reordering and completion
· Fill in, Information transfer
· Letters, compositions
· Descriptions




5.3 Assessment criteria
In order to assess non-structured tests as in the case of written and oral production or interaction, it is important to establish beforehand evaluation criteria in order to reduce the amount of subjectivity belonging to this type of assessment .

In the case of oral production or interaction feasible criteria could be:

· Task response

· Appropriacy of the lexis used

· Grammar accuracy

· Fluency

· Intelligibility 

· Communicative effectiveness

· Relevance and adequacy of contents presented

In the case of written production assessment, besides most of the above mentioned criteria, one could take into consideration also content organisation, punctuation, paragraphing and spelling.

5.3  Language certifications
There are many international certifications in the field of foreign languages. What is the difference between school assessment and assessment done through an international certification?

While school assessment focuses on and measures learners’ achievement at school or as a result of a language course, international certifications are meant to measure the level of language competence that a learner has in a foreign language, his/her proficiency level at a specific time, that of the exam, without taking into consideration the courses he/she might have attended.
The advantages of international certifications are that they are based upon standardised tests clearly referred to shared international levels of reference and provide a transparent and objective judgement of a learner’s competence. The disadvantage is mostly linked to the fact that they do not take into consideration the learning process the students have gone through.

The following is an example of the Young Learners certifications of the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. http://www.cambridge-efl.org/support/dloads/yle.cfm 

“The English Tests for Young Learners are designed to assess the English of primary learners between the ages of 7 and 12. There are three levels: Starters, Movers and Flyers. The tests aim to sample relevant and meaningful language use, measure ability accurately and fairly, present a positive impression of international tests, and promote and encourage effective learning and teaching. Each level of the test has three components: Reading and Writing, Listening and Speaking. 

All three components are attractively illustrated in full-colour.

As the highest level test Flyers is roughly equivalent in language level to the KET, it can serve as an appropriate bridge to the KET (Key English Test)or a step leading to PET(Preliminarty English Test), as learners move into adolescence.  As the highest level test Flyers is roughly equivalent in language level to the KET, it can serve as an appropriate bridge to the KET or a step leading to PET, as learners move into adolescence.”
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