Testing and Assessment

EARNERS COMMONLY FIRST encounter tests when

they register for classes. At that time, they are

often given a placement test to determine in
which level class they should be enrolled. Once they
are enrolled, they may be periodically given progress
tests to determine the learning gains that they have
made. At the end of the term, semester, or year, they
are often given an achievement test to determine how
well they have learned the class material and if they
are ready to move on to the next level of instruction
(Harmer, 2007). Furthermore, the instructor may also
administer less formal assessments throughout the
term to determine how well his or her learners are
picking up the material presented in class.

Testing results can also serve purposes other than
the reasons mentioned above. “Learner assessment is
conducted ... for many reasons—to place learners in
appropriate instructional levels, to measure their ongo-
ing progress, to qualify them to enroll in academic or job
training programs, to verify program effectiveness, and
to demonstrate learner gains in order to justify contin-
ued funding for a program” (Burt and Keenan, 1995).
There can be many different types of assessments to
serve these ends, but they generally can be divided into
two categories: formal, standard assessments and infor-
mal assessments developed by the teacher.

Formal assessments are often commercially
available standardized tests that are developed by a
commercial testing organization or sometimes by the
program itself. Most commonly, they are used to place
learners, determine if learners are eligible to move to
the next level of instruction, and to provide data for
program funders. The specific assessment used is often
mandated by the program or by funders. Some com-
monly used examples are:

The Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Sys-
tem (CASAS): A multiple-choice competency-based
test that assesses primarily listening and reading skills.

BEST: An assessment that measures both literacy
and listening/speaking skills. The oral assessment sec-
tion is interview-based.

English as a Second Language Oral Assessment
(ESLOA): An interview-based oral assessment test.

(Burt and Keenan, 1995).

These tests often divide the learners into levels based on
the NRS (National Reporting System) guidelines, which
provide six learning levels. Recent commercially available
textbooks often correlate their chapters to one or more of

the commonly available standardized tests.

Although standardized tests present concrete,
quantifiable data, they have several disadvantages. It is
often the case that the skills measured by the standard-
ized tests are not congruent with the learners’ goals
in taking the classes. It is also often a problem that the
tests only assess one aspect of the learner’s language
development and try to generalize the results to all
four skills. Despite the problems that standard tests
create, it is often necessary for the tutor or teacher to
be familiar with the standards that the tests measure in
order for the students to show progress on the test. On
the other hand, care should be taken that passing the
test does not become the sole purpose of the instruc-
tion (“teaching to the test”).

Informal assessments are usually developed by the
teacher, and can be graded more subjectively than
the standardized tests. Informal assessments serve to
demonstrate to both the learner and the instructor
how much of the material the learner has learned. As
such, they are valuable guides to learner progress and
can enhance motivation. Besides the obvious written
tests, there are a huge number of activities that can be
used for informal assessment. Here are a few common
examples (Van Duzer & Berdan, 1999):

Project-based assignments in which the learners are
asked to complete some kind of task, for example, a
multi-media presentation. Such tasks are commonly
assigned to groups of learners in a cooperative-learning
type situation.

Written assignments such as compositions, reports, nar-
ratives, etc.

Oral presentations, which the learner often gives in front
of the class. These presentations are frequently assessed
by the other learners in addition to, or instead of, the
teacher.

Portfolios, various examples of the learners’ work which
are collected periodically and show the learners’ progress
over time.

These assessments are often graded based upon a rubric,
which rates the learner based upon different categories,
for example an oral presentation might be rated based
upon categories such as fluency, grammatical accuracy,
pronunciation, use of appropriate vocabulary, how well
the learner fulfilled the terms of the assignment, etc.

It is important that the learner be regularly
assessed, to give both the teacher and the learner an
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idea of the progress that they are making. A common
practice is to give the learners a standard assessment
at both the beginning and ending of each class term, to
ensure that they have been placed in the proper level
and to provide data to report to the funder. Meanwhile,
the teacher gives informal assessments periodically
throughout the term to measure gains and ensure that
their learners are learning the material. “Assessment
is an ongoing process, and no single test can do it all.
Adult instructors and learners should use a variety of
assessments to determine learning needs, demonstrate
progress, and guide instruction” (Office of Vocational
and Adult Education 2006).
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