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Series Editors’ note 

This volume on Learning Oriented Assessment is timely in bringing together 
in one place a number of strands of thinking that have been running through 
developments in language assessment over the past 25 years. These strands 
have one point in common: an interest in the extent to which assessment pro-
motes or hinders successful learning outcomes. 

Although the authors are not alone in using the learning-oriented label to 
apply to their work, the approach adopted in this volume is distinct in that it 
provides a systemic overview that seeks to weave the various strands together 
into a coherent whole. It is this systemic dimension that, in their terms, provides 
a theory of action to bring about change and improve educational outcomes. 

One of the early underpinning strands in this overview is the concept 
of test washback – the efect that external assessment has on teaching and 
learning in schools and in classroom contexts. Such matters have indeed 
been a concern of Cambridge English Language Assessment for a long time. 
Spolsky (2004:305) describes how: 

. . . from its beginning UCLES [as Cambridge English Language 
Assessment was formerly known] accepted the key role to be played 
in test development by the “stakeholders” in particular those schools 
in various countries of the world that wished to establish examina-
tion centres, mainly for their own students. From the earliest years, the 
Cambridge test writers and their various committees saw themselves as 
sharing with the schools not so much an examination as the culmination 
of a teaching process. Before the word “backwash” had been coined, they 
regularly asked whether modifcations being proposed in the form of the 
examination would be accepted by the schools. 

It is clear that, historically, the starting point for UCLES had always been the 
educational context and how the examination might encourage the best prac-
tice in teaching in that context. The positive washback of its examinations 
on what was taught in the classroom was critical for UCLES. The examina-
tions had always been characterised by a close relationship with pedagogy, 
i.e. curriculum, syllabus, classroom practice and the teaching profession. For 
example, the Executive Committee of UCLES in 1965 noted: ‘the need for 
more precise information on the function of the examinations and their rela-
tionship with the curriculum and teaching they encourage’, and, similarly, 
the British Council Cambridge Joint Committee (July 1968): 
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Series Editors’ note 

. . . underlined the need for research and progressive development in the 
English examinations with due consideration of the sort of teaching 
which is to be encouraged. 

As Bachman, Davidson, Ryan and Choi (1995:131) observed in the frst ever 
volume in the Studies in Language Testing (SiLT) series: 

. . . the British examinations system is particularly concerned with pro-
moting positive efects of examinations on curricula and instruction, and 
thus is sensitive to including features in its examinations that are consist-
ent with those found in instructional programs. 

Contemporary interest in washback really comes to life in the 1980s, when the 
communicative approach to teaching and testing began to take hold (Hawkey 
2004). At that time it was not uncommon to hear comments from language 
teachers suggesting that examinations can have a positive washback on their 
teaching. In other words, the format and content of the test was also useful in 
their classroom teaching: for example, if  the examination included a produc-
tive speaking test, it was helpful in structuring the teaching and learning of 
speaking in the classroom. 

However, the idea that high-stakes examinations could also exert negative 
washback and actually hinder learning also began to emerge at that time. 
Examinations based on multiple-choice items were often taken as an example 
of test formats that encouraged cramming or test-wise behaviour rather than 
productive learning.  It became clear that washback processes were actually 
poorly understood and not supported by empirical research. In fact, wash-
back has proved to be a much more complex phenomenon than frst thought 
and the thinking and research that has developed around it in the last 25 
years has led to a rich literature. Several of the volumes in the SiLT series have 
provided an important contribution to this debate (Cheng 2005, Wall 2005, 
Green 2007). 

In the course of that debate, the concept has also been extended to focus 
on the wider efects and consequences that assessment has in society. These 
days, impact and impact research encompass washback (see Hawkey 2004) 
but also go well beyond the school context to deal with the macro issues, 
such as policy-based reform projects that afect the whole educational ‘eco-
system’. This latter point emerges as a key feature of the Learning Oriented 
Assessment system. 

The notion of positive ‘impact by design’ forms an important part of the 
systemic view presented in this volume. This accords with the increased atten-
tion being given to the social dimension of assessment in language testing 
circles ‒ rather than the more technical and psychometric concerns which 
predated Messick’s seminal work on validity (1989). 
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Learning Oriented Assessment 

In some parts of the world, educational movements emerged in the 1990s 
which questioned the role of large-scale testing programmes in formal educa-
tion and sought to put more emphasis on classroom-based assessment, with 
teachers playing a central role. The Assessment Reform Group, with its focus 
on formative assessment (Assessment for Learning), is a good example of this 
in the UK context. 

Central to such movements has been a call to change the approach to 
assessment in order to raise educational standards and improve achievement 
in schools. In language testing this call has led to a need for improved meas-
urement scales which can be used to assess progression more accurately and 
interpretive frameworks to report the outcomes of learning to stakeholders, 
for example in simple-to-understand ‘can do’ terminology. 

The most infuential of such frameworks is the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2001) 
which provides the basis for developing assessment scales across the prof-
ciency continuum and for promoting good practice in language teaching and 
learning focusing on the core construct of communicative language ability. 
In the Learning Oriented Assessment approach the role of an interpretative 
framework is central and the authors use the CEFR as a particularly useful 
example (see Martyniuk (Ed) 2010 on CEFR issues). 

Another strand which picks up on this point has been the questioning of 
what we understand by language learning, and how formal approaches to 
learning a language can be treated as a unique case of learning more gener-
ally. The body of research in the area of language acquisition has provided a 
useful starting point in thinking about these questions but in keeping with the 
other socially oriented movements noted above, constructivist principles have 
emerged as the front runner in providing possible answers.  

At the heart of this is not only how to approach the task of teaching and 
learning but also what has to be learned. In the case of the authors of this 
volume, they are mainly concerned with English as a second or additional lan-
guage in contexts where the learners already know at least one and sometimes 
two other languages (e.g. the home language and the language of schooling). 
This points to a need for richer descriptions of English as a target language 
and for research into the ways that specifc types of assessment and feedback 
at diferent levels of profciency promote successful learning. 

Fundamentally this is a multilingual challenge so it is important to under-
stand how English should be presented to learners at diferent stages of their 
learning journey throughout their lifespan and to understand how their prior 
learning of other languages hinders or helps this. In this respect, the authors 
cite important work which has been conducted using learner data which might 
point to better ways of individualising learning and assessing progress ‒ see 
the English Profle Studies series (Hawkins and Filipović 2012, Green 2012, 
Ćatibušić and Little 2014, North 2014, Harrison and Barker (Eds) 2015) and 
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the ‘construct volumes’ in the SiLT series (Shaw and Weir 2007, Khalifa and 
Weir 2009, Taylor (Ed) 2011, Geranpayeh and Taylor (Eds) 2013). 

In bringing together the systemic approach to Learning Oriented 
Assessment and in focusing on the various contexts of learning in society, the 
authors also address the question of change and change processes. How can 
improvements be implemented and outcome achievements measured more 
efectively? 

The authors’ use of quotations from John Dewey throughout the volume 
remind us that this challenge has eluded even some of the most eminent schol-
ars and educationalists in the past. But 12 years after the launch of Facebook, 
the potentially transformative opportunity that ofers hope for progress is the 
pervasive use of mobile technology ‒ and a generation of learners who are 
completely comfortable in using the small screen to organise their lives. 

The challenge now is to capitalise on this opportunity in order to imple-
ment the systemic approach and bring about the changes that are called for. 
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1 Learning Oriented Assessment: 
An overview 

‘It requires troublesome work to undertake the alteration of old 
beliefs.’ 

How We Think (John Dewey 1933:29–30) 

Learning a language is one of the frst things we do in life. It is a natural and 
wholly engaging process. However, approaches to the formal teaching of lan-
guage have in many contexts made it an unnatural, frustrating and remark-
ably inefcient one. Evidence for this was provided by the European Survey 
on Language Competences (ESLC) in 2012. In half  of the 16 participating 
jurisdictions, about half  of the students or more achieved only Common 
European Framework of References for Languages (CEFR) Level A1 in the 
frst foreign language at the end of lower secondary education, or failed to 
achieve even that. To have spent up to six years of study to achieve so little 
indicates that in many countries something is seriously wrong in language 
education. 

Assessment is also a natural process, and one intimately connected with 
learning. Think of the expression ‘learning by experience’: it denotes a largely 
unconscious process in which some task is engaged with, the outcomes are 
noted and evaluated, and the experience provides feedback on how to do 
better next time. This basic cycle – task performance, observation, evalua-
tion and feedback – is common to all assessment, of one’s own performance 
or of others, formal or informal. But educational assessment, particularly as 
conducted through the mechanisms of large-scale standardised testing, has 
become systematised in ways which, even where they are intended to promote 
learning, often fail to do so efectively. The country which performed worst 
of all in the ESLC went on to achieve results in a national exam the follow-
ing summer which on paper appeared creditable, and which were indeed 
acclaimed as ‘impressive’ by a language teachers’ association. Clearly, the 
communicative language competence which the ESLC set out to measure is 
not what these students were learning, or what their exam was testing. 

We could do better. Learning Oriented Assessment as presented in this 
volume ofers a vision of radical change and far more efective learning. It 
is written from the perspective of an assessment body, but it looks to both 
formal assessment and classroom assessment, seeking to exploit the synergies 
between them: it is systemic. 

There are two key purposes of  assessment: to promote learning, and to 
measure and interpret what has been learned. In some contexts additional 
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duties are imposed on assessment, notably that of  holding schools to 
account for their performance. This has been observed to work against 
achievement of  the key purposes, because it provides ‘perverse incentives’ 
for schools to teach to the test, to the detriment of learning. This identifes 
a further feature of  Learning Oriented Assessment: it must be ecological, 
ensuring that all aspects of  the system work in harmony to serve the most 
important goals. 

The twin goals of promoting and measuring learning have been charac-
terised as formative and summative respectively, but this familiar distinction 
is one which Learning Oriented Assessment must challenge, because it rep-
resents these two purposes as fundamentally at odds with each other. A sys-
temic and ecological approach seeks complementarity: informal classroom 
assessment and formal large-scale assessment should both contribute to the 
two key purposes of assessment: to provide evidence of learning and evidence 
for learning. 

Learning Oriented Assessment is presented in Figure 1.1 in terms of two 
complementary dimensions. Large-scale, standardised assessment provides 
the vertical dimension, describing progression through lower to higher levels 
of profciency. It is primarily quantitative, addressing the question: how far 
have students progressed? But in answering that question it must do more than 
simply rank students from better to worse – that is the quickest way to demo-
tivate students and lead them to adopt defective learning strategies. What 
is crucial is that it should provide an interpretation of  performance, which 
directs the attention of students, teachers and society in general towards the 
important goals of language learning. The CEFR levels shown in Figure 1.1 
represent that vital interpretive framework. 

The horizontal dimension depicts the qualitative diferences between 
learners, addressing the question: how can each learner be helped to pro-
gress? It groups learners who are all at the same global profciency level but 
difer in terms of their cognition, their experience, and their learning needs. 
Understanding students’ particular characteristics is essential to individualis-
ing teaching and learning. 

The vertical, quantitative dimension is the primary domain of assess-
ment experts, if  only because the construction and interpretation of a scale 
of language profciency is a highly technical issue. The horizontal, qualita-
tive dimension is the primary domain of the classroom and the teacher. But 
there is complementarity and overlap. Quantitative evidence can help identify 
the skills profles of individual learners, as well as their current overall level. 
Qualitative evidence promotes learning gains that are refected in quantita-
tive measures. Positive evidence of learning motivates students to further 
learning. 

The aim of this systemic model of Learning Oriented Assessment is not 
to promote test-based teaching or impose more large-scale assessment on 
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Figure 1.1 A complementary relationship between large-scale and classroom 
assessment 

Qualitative (teaching and 
learning) dimension 

Quantitative (measurement) 
dimension 

Skills profile 

C2 

B2 

B1 

A2 

A1 

C1 

the classroom – an unwelcome recent trend in many contexts – but rather to 
defne fully complementary, coherent roles for the expertise of teachers and 
assessment professionals, providing a supporting framework for learning, but 
where essential responsibilities still remain with teachers and students in the 
classroom. Implementing Learning Oriented Assessment as presented here is 
a task for both educationalists and assessment experts. 

Another systemic view is ofered by Figure 1.2, which shows ‘four worlds’ 
of learning: the personal world, concerned with the individual’s developing 
cognition; the social world, which rewards the acquisition of both social and 
professional language skills; the world of education, which organises learning 
into subjects and curriculum objectives; and the world of assessment, whose 
task is essentially to link the other worlds together, by providing constructs 
of language ability which enable meaningful measurement of learners, docu-
mentation of skills which are of value in the social world, targets for schools 
to achieve through their teaching, and evidence of how efective that teaching 
has been. 

In other words, it is assessment which is able to bring the other worlds 
together, enabling them to pursue common goals which have social value. 
This may be seen as its proper role. 
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 Figure 1.2 Four worlds of learning 

Education 

Personal 
world 

Social world 

Cognition 
Strategies, 
Cognition, 
Knowledge 

Skills 
Professional, 
Interpersonal, 

Existential 

Subjects 
Curriculum/ 

syllabus 
content 

Constructs 
Criterion-referenced 
Learning Oriented 

Assessment 

Assessment 

Common goals require a common focus. Figure 1.3 links the worlds 
through a learning cycle based on the performance of a task, observation, 
and feedback. 

Tasks are placed at the centre because they have relevance to each of the 
worlds. They provide a context for classroom exercises and an approach to 
organising formal education. The social world values skilled performance on 
tasks. The individual’s cognition, as we will explain, develops through engage-
ment with tasks. Assessment uses tasks as the basis of measures. 

Putting tasks at the centre is not primarily a methodological claim 
(although as presented in section 3.3.1, tasks are a basic element in organ-
ising teaching), but rather highlights the importance for the cognitive devel-
opment of learners of engagement in meaningful communication, and, what 
follows, the practical utility of tasks for aligning the diferent worlds around a 
common focus which has social value. 

Figure 1.3 shows tasks leading to learning in two ways: through natural 
acquisition by engaging with tasks in the real world, as well as through the 
route of formal learning. That natural acquisition may play a part in an indi-
vidual’s second language learning is, again, not primarily a methodological 
claim, but further underlines the primacy of meaningful communication. 

Figure 1.3 is returned to in Chapter 8, where it plays an important part in 
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Figure 1.3 The four worlds linked by a focus on task 
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Assessment 

presenting our approach to aligning classroom and assessment data in order 
to fulfl the twin goals of Learning Oriented Assessment: to provide evidence 
of learning and for learning. 

The purpose of this volume is not to provide detailed prescriptions for 
classroom activities (even if  some readers may be disappointed by this). 
Rather, it sets out from a theoretical perspective, with the aim of developing a 
coherent model of how assessment can impact positively on learning, based 
on a broad exploration of the literature on learning and assessment. To add 
structure we will present fndings as answers to three fundamental questions: 
• What is learning? This addresses the personal world, individual 

cognition. 
• What is to be learned? This addresses organised education, and how it 

meets the needs of society. 
• What is the role of assessment in learning? This addresses the 

complementary roles of large-scale assessment and classroom 
assessment. 

The answers to these questions will support claims for how all levels of 
assessment can be made to work together to achieve radically better learning 
outcomes. 
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What is the intended audience for this volume? We hope it will contribute 
frstly to discussion within the language assessment community of how their 
role within education should develop in future. Thus it is also a kind of man-
ifesto, hopefully of interest to those who directly use assessment services. But 
above all the volume targets the wider audience who have a professional or 
personal interest in the issue of education and how better to make it serve its 
role in society. 

1.1 The organisation of this volume 
This chapter sets out in summary the argument for Learning Oriented 
Assessment, entailing a number of claims and assertions which will not be 
immediately supported, though references are provided to subsequent chap-
ters, where each aspect of the argument is treated in detail. The intention is 
to lay out the key elements of Learning Oriented Assessment, and provide 
signposting to the later chapters. This approach means that some material in 
this chapter is repeated and expanded upon in the later ones. 

Chapter 2 sets the scene by providing a historical account of how learning-
oriented concepts of assessment have developed in a range of contexts and in 
response to a range of issues. 

Chapter 8 is the point towards which the text leads, as it draws together 
from the earlier chapters a model that aligns large-scale assessment and class-
room learning-oriented assessment around shared goals and a common inter-
pretive framework. 

Finally, Chapter 9 brings the volume to a close by considering various 
issues of implementation to be addressed by Learning Oriented Assessment: 
educational policy-making, lessons from the formative assessment literature 
and the Asset Languages project, and the crucial role of technology. It also 
presents a case study of the impact of Cambridge English exams in a particu-
lar context, which is included to indicate how the monitoring and evaluation 
of Learning Oriented Assessment may be undertaken. The last section of 
Chapter 9 ofers a conclusion. 

This volume presents a model of learning-oriented assessment devel-
oped by Cambridge English Language Assessment, an exam board within 
Cambridge Assessment, which is part of the University of Cambridge. The 
model is referred to in the text as Learning Oriented Assessment (with initial 
capitals). In this text the term ‘Cambridge English’ is used as shorthand for 
Cambridge English Language Assessment. 

The quotations that head each chapter are taken from the writings of 
John Dewey (1859–1952), the American philosopher, psychologist and edu-
cational reformer. In Shepard’s (2000:12) presentation of social constructiv-
ism she comments that ‘John Dewey anticipated all of these ideas 100 years 
ago.’ Norris (2009, 2015) also recognises Dewey’s infuence. The quotations 
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are a reminder that while the proposals in this volume have the authority that 
comes with age, they also present challenges that have defeated the best eforts 
of several generations. But we will argue in our conclusions that Learning 
Oriented Assessment is an idea whose time has fnally come. 

1.2 What is learning? 
This section largely summarises Chapter 3, and at its centre is the learner. 

1.2.1 Social constructivism 
It is important for the argument to be developed in this text that we should 
adopt an explicit model of  learning. The model which Learning Oriented 
Assessment adopts is a social constructivist one (see section 3.1). Social 
constructivism sees learning and meaning-making as an intrinsically social 
process. Learning is dialogue. It proceeds within communities of  discourse 
and practice, and learning is mediated through the shared practices of 
the community: the tools, signs, models, methods and theories which they 
construct. A classroom is a community of  practice, and so is each school 
subject. 

Social constructivism may be distinguished from cognitive constructivism. 
The latter focuses on the nature of an individual’s cognition and is associated 
with the work of Piaget (1896–1980), while the emphasis on the social context 
of cognitive development is associated with the work of Vygotsky (1896– 
1934). These are diferences of emphasis within an overall conception of sit-
uated cognition, which places the development of individual cognition within 
the larger physical and social context of interactions (see section 3.1.1). 

Vygotsky states that interaction is fundamental to development. It is not 
just a context for learning: it is learning. But to bring about change inter-
action must stretch the learner: ‘the only good learning is that which is in 
advance of development’ (Vygotsky 1978:89). 

The concept of situated cognition is also coherent with the socio-cognitive 
approach to construct defnition implemented by Cambridge English, as pre-
sented in section 6.6. 

1.2.2 Classroom concepts 
The literature on learning-oriented assessment identifes a number of con-
cepts which describe classroom interactions, identify conditions which favour 
learning, or distinguish the quality of learning. It is interesting to observe that 
they are increasingly understood in social constructivist terms (see section 
3.3). Basic elements of classroom interaction include tasks, goals, scafolding, 
feedback and emergence. 
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Tasks are activities designed to elicit learning interactions (see section 
3.3.1). The concept of task plays an important part in the Learning Oriented 
Assessment model, as it is common to all of the ‘four worlds’ identifed above. 
Thus it potentially provides a link between performance in the classroom, 
the social world, and in large-scale assessments. For Learning Oriented 
Assessment we defne a learning task as one which leads to the purposeful use 
of language to communicate personally signifcant meanings. 

Goals are what learners have in mind when engaging with a task. Several 
scholars have identifed a distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic goals 
(using a variety of terms). Intrinsic goals focus on completing the task at 
hand – they are meaning focused – while extrinsic goals focus on other incen-
tives, such as winning praise (so may be less efective for learning). 

Scafolding is the term frequently used to describe the support given to 
learners performing a task. In a social constructivist view scafolding ensures 
that genuine task-focused interaction is enabled at a level of challenge which 
will lead to learning. 

Feedback concerns the insight which the learner gains from engaging 
with a task (see section 3.3.3). There is extensive literature on the features 
of feedback which favour or disfavour learning. A social constructivist view 
sees feedback as akin to scafolding, in that it describes the rapid sequence 
of turns (teacher–student or student–student) which constitute engagement 
with an interactive task. 

Emergence concerns the process whereby a learner comes to speak a 
language. It captures the insight that communicative language ability is an 
outcome of learning which is qualitatively diferent from and at a higher level 
to conscious study of the inputs (see section 3.3.5). 

1.3 What is language learning? 
This section largely summarises Chapter 4. 

The Learning Oriented Assessment model is essentially subject neutral, 
but this volume places a particular focus on languages. In education lan-
guages play several roles: 
• as ‘frst’ languages 
• as ‘foreign’ languages 
• as the language of schooling. 
Any intervention in a particular context of language learning should recog-
nise these several aspects of languages across and beyond the curriculum. 
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1.3.1 Second Language Acquisition studies 
Learning Oriented Assessment for languages can also turn for insight to the 
branch of applied linguistics concerned with Second Language Acquisition 
(SLA). 
• The review of SLA included here is brief  and selective, looking at 

models of learning relevant to the socio-cognitive approach adopted in 
this volume (see section 4.4). The key topics are listed below. 

• Processing accounts (see section 4.4.1) study why learners do not always 
pick up grammatical features present in oral or written input. 

• Complexity theory (see section 4.4.2) provides support for the idea 
that language is a complex adaptive system which emerges from the 
interactions of speakers communicating with one another, rather than 
the learning of rules. This is closer to the social constructivist view. 

• Frequency-based accounts (see section 4.4.3) inform approaches 
to introducing and sequencing learning material: more frequently 
encountered forms and collocations are likely to be learned before less 
frequently encountered ones. 

• Complex Adaptive System Principles (CASP) (see section 4.4.4) use 
empirical data to model how the need to communicate drives dual 
strategies: maximising communicative power while minimising cognitive 
efort. This demonstrates in compelling fashion the link between 
learning and satisfying the need to communicate, which is at the heart of 
the learning-oriented model. 

1.4 What is to be learned? 
This section summarises Chapter 5, and at its centre is formal education. 

1.4.1 The desired outcomes of learning 
Turning to our second question: in the case of language learning most would 
agree that the main objective should be to achieve a useful communicative 
competence in one or more languages. But in a social constructivist view that 
objective is best achieved and maintained through life as part of a transfor-
mation of the learner’s dispositions, attitudes and practical learning skills. 
A very positive outcome of learning would thus be that students acquire 
the valuable dispositions and life skills that enable them to continue learn-
ing throughout life. Whether or not this outcome can or should be made an 
explicit curricular objective is an important question to address later. 
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1.4.2 Language profciency: Construct defnition 
A second aspect to the question ‘what is to be learned?’ concerns how we defne 
‘language profciency’ in order to test or teach it. We must defne a specifc con-
struct: a theory or model of what knowing a language entails (see section 5.2). 

1.4.3 The content of learning: Curricular objectives 
Constructs relate to the communicative competences which are the desired 
outcome of learning. The third aspect to the question ‘what is to be learned?’ 
concerns curricular objectives: the inputs to learning (see section 5.3). Under-
standing how inputs relate to outputs requires us to address the important 
concept of emergence: communicative competence is a ‘higher-order skill’ 
qualitatively diferent to the conscious study of elements of content (see 
section 3.3.5). This will lead the Learning Oriented Assessment model to 
make a distinction between learner-centred and curriculum-centred views of 
classroom interaction. 

1.5 The roles of assessment in learning 
This section summarises Chapters 6 and 7, and at its centre are the comple-
mentary roles of large-scale and classroom assessment. 

Classroom assessment and large-scale assessment play complementary 
roles in Learning Oriented Assessment, but share the same basic process: 
they are centred on tasks, which stimulate language activity, in conditions 
enabling observation, evaluation, feedback and learning. 

These two dimensions of assessment produce diferent kinds of evidence, 
complementary to each other and contributing to the dual purposes of 
assessment: to provide evidence for learning and of learning. 

1.5.1 Profciency and achievement testing: Measurement and 
meaning 

Learning Oriented Assessment’s primary requirement of large-scale assess-
ment is that it should test profciency, that is, should be criterion referenced 
to uses of language in the real world. This involves frstly identifying where 
students are in their learning, on a path from beginner to advanced, and sec-
ondly describing what it means to be there (see section 6.1). 

There is also a place in Learning Oriented Assessment for a simpler kind 
of interpretation: tests to measure achievement of curricular objectives may 
be useful and necessary. 

The distinction between profciency and achievement parallels that 
between treating language as a skill or as a body of knowledge ‒ focusing 
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on what learners can do, or on what they have learned. A main focus on 
profciency testing should help teachers and students to keep sight of the 
higher-order objective – communicative language ability. 

Large-scale assessment has to focus both on the quality of the measure-
ment, termed reliability, as well as the quality of the interpretation, termed 
validity (see section 6.6). 

Chapter 6 ofers a non-technical introduction to the measurement of psy-
chological traits: the notion of an ability scale (see section 6.2), the approach 
to measurement (see sections 6.3, 6.4), and the approach to performance 
testing for the skills of writing and speaking (see section 6.5). 

1.5.2 Evidence of and for learning: Large-scale assessment 
Large-scale assessment as presented in Chapter 6 has signifcant strengths. 
It focuses on profciency, relating what is learned to ability in a ‘real world’. 
It uses a strong measurement model ensuring comparable and interpretable 
measures. These should be crucial factors in defning how a school subject 
is conceived and taught, maintaining the focus on useful learning outcomes. 
Good summative assessment can thus provide evidence both of learning and 
for learning, complementary to evidence that can be collected in the classroom. 

1.5.3 The nature of Learning Oriented Assessment in the 
classroom 

This overview chapter has already introduced the essential elements of a 
learning-oriented approach to classroom interaction: 
• the higher-order objective of communicative language ability is 

qualitatively diferent to lower-level curricular objectives, but both are 
important 

• the transferable skills of learning how to learn are a key outcome 
• using language purposefully will trigger language acquisition processes 

similar to those involved in learning a frst language 
• learning is more efective where learners are oriented towards engaging 

with the communicative task at hand, rather than on achieving a good 
mark 

• efective scafolding and feedback is an essential element of classroom 
interaction 

• giving students an orientation as to their progress is valuable in enabling 
them to take control of their learning. 

The learning-oriented classroom assigns specifc responsibilities for learn-
ing to students and teachers. The onus is on students to develop the skills 
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which will make them autonomous learners. Teachers may have several roles, 
including perhaps that of conducting formal assessment, but their central 
task is to create an environment in which the responsibility for learning is 
shared between students and teachers. 

1.5.4 Evidence of and for learning: Learning-oriented 
classroom assessment 

The evidence from classroom-based learning is used primarily by students 
and teachers, with the primary function of feeding back into further learning 
(see section 7.4). 

Classroom work provides ongoing evidence of and for learning, comple-
mentary to external assessment. While the strength of large-scale assessment 
lies in the degree of control and standardisation of the conditions under 
which performances are elicited and evaluated, classroom performance 
is more complex to deal with, because such control and standardisation is 
neither possible nor desirable. 

1.6 Aligning large-scale and classroom 
assessment 

In the previous sections we looked at the roles of large-scale assessment and 
classroom assessment, and the complementary forms of evidence of and 
for learning which they may contribute. A fnal step is to align these within 
a comprehensive model of Learning Oriented Assessment, linking evidence 
from all levels into a coherent and co-ordinated system. Figures 1.4 and 
1.5 attempt to portray such an aligned system (please note that Learning 
Oriented Assessment is abbreviated to LOA in the fgures). 

Figure 1.4 portrays a macro level, at which objectives are defned and out-
comes monitored, and a micro level (the classroom), which is where learn-
ing actually happens. To focus frst on the macro level: it provides a frame 
of reference ‒ the CEFR, in this illustration – which locates objectives and 
outcomes in a real world of language use. From this, high-level objectives and 
specifc lower-level content are developed, producing a Learning Oriented 
Assessment syllabus. An external exam helps defne learning goals and is one 
source of evidence for evaluating outcomes. 

The structured record of achievement accepts evidence from a range of 
sources, including the external exam, and is interpretable in terms of the 
frame of reference – that is, the higher-level goals of learning. However, 
Figure 1.5 indicates that the record can also serve a summative monitoring 
purpose, to the extent that monitoring the achievement of specifc curriculum 
objectives is deemed to be important. 

Figure 1.5 expands the micro level to illustrate the basic Learning Oriented 
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Figure 1.4 Evidence for learning: The macro level 
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Figure 1.5 Evidence for learning: The micro level 
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Assessment cycle of classroom activity: engagement with a task, producing 
observable performance, which is interpreted, possibly providing various 
kinds of informal record; evaluation leads to feedback and modifcation or 
continuation of the lesson plan. 

Alignment of the diferent sources of evidence is the subject of Chapter 8. 

1.7 In summary 
This overview chapter has presented Learning Oriented Assessment as a 
system which brings together complementary evidence from classroom 
activity and from large-scale assessment to achieve the twin goals of better 
measurement and better learning outcomes. It adopts a particular model of 
learning ‒ social constructivism – which is coherent with how language learn-
ing is currently understood, for example, in the action-oriented model of the 
CEFR, and a socio-cognitive, construct-based approach to assessment, as 
exemplifed in the approach developed by Cambridge English. 

It asserts that a valuable outcome of successful learning is that students 
acquire the dispositions, attitudes and skills that constitute learning how to 
learn: life skills which many believe are transferable across disciplines, to the 
extent that learning is understood as a process of personal development. 

The key role of interaction in learning suggests a task-based approach 
to developing higher-order communicative skills, and also makes clear that 
these skills are qualitatively diferent to and more than the simple sum of 
lower-level curricular objectives. 

Large-scale profciency testing can provide valuable evidence of learning, 
focusing on the important outcomes and providing an orientation to learners 
and teachers. Classroom learning-oriented interaction is where learning actu-
ally happens, and provides complementary evidence to feed back into further 
learning. 

Finally, all sources of evidence are aligned to the same higher-order objec-
tives and a common understanding of standards, ensuring system-wide 
coherence, and outcomes which all partners in the educational process can 
understand and share. 
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2 The roots of Learning Oriented 
Assessment 

‘The value of any fact or theory as bearing on human activity is, in the 
long run, determined by practical application – that is by using it for 
accomplishing some defnite purpose.’ 

What Psychology Can Do for the Teacher (John Dewey and 
Alexander McLellan 1908:195) 

This chapter reviews the diferent contexts in which learning-oriented 
approaches have been developed, and explains why this aspect of assess-
ment should be emphasised in the practice of examination providers such as 
Cambridge English. 

Learning-oriented assessment is one of several terms used in recent years to 
identify a similar concern: to promote better learning. Whatever the term used 
‒ classroom-based assessment, assessment for learning, learning-oriented 
assessment, or others referred to below – these movements start by challenging 
the priorities and values of educational assessment as currently understood and 
practised. Learning-oriented approaches ‘signify a more teacher-mediated, 
context-based, classroom embedded assessment practice’, and are ‘explicitly 
or implicitly defned in opposition to traditional externally set and assessed 
large scale formal examinations’ (Davison and Leung 2009:395). 

Naturally, a large number of diferent terms have been used in naming or 
describing these movements. Turner (2012) asks whether an ‘umbrella term’ 
is needed to unite the concepts underlying this range of labels. In fact, these 
movements difer according to their precise motivation, refecting the context 
in which they arose. We are not looking at a single, coherent movement, even 
if  much of the foundational literature on the subject has been widely shared. 
A review of some of the diferent contexts will show the common ground, 
while providing a more nuanced picture. 

Concerning terminology: as Turner points out, terms have been used with 
diferent meanings by diferent writers. In this text we will attempt to be con-
sistent in our use of terms. Assessments of the kind provided by Cambridge 
English will be called large-scale assessment, following Pellegrino, Chudowsky 
and Glaser (2001), rather than standardised, external, high-stakes, summa-
tive or other adjectives that we might also have chosen. Reference in general 
terms to approaches which prioritise learning will use the adjective learning-
oriented, in lower case; but where specifc movements have adopted diferent 
terminology we will use that. The Cambridge systemic model presented in 
this volume is referred to as Learning Oriented Assessment, capitalised. 
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2.1 Cambridge English and Learning Oriented 
Assessment 

The Cambridge English approach to Learning Oriented Assessment is a 
response to signifcant developments in the way that Cambridge exams are 
used, and in the profle of test takers. Traditionally candidates came from 
private language schools: willing, self-motivated students, studying in classes 
of similar ability, at an appropriate level. These were ideal conditions for 
learning. The situation is changing as the Cambridge English exams are 
increasingly adopted at state or institutional level for use in primary or sec-
ondary education. These entail more diverse circumstances for learning, pre-
senting new opportunities, but also new issues, challenges and responsibilities 
– above all, to ensure that the impact of the intervention is a positive one. 
Learning Oriented Assessment may be understood as the theory of action 
which addresses this challenge. 

2.2 Origins and emphases of learning-oriented 
approaches 

In the sections below we describe some specifc contexts which motivated the 
development of particular learning-oriented movements or methods. Where 
possible we have located these in a specifc country or region, but this does 
not of course mean that similar motivations were not at work elsewhere. 

2.2.1 Assessment for Learning: England 
The terms Assessment for Learning, or formative assessment, are now chiefy 
associated with the work of the Assessment Reform Group (ARG), a collab-
oration of academics largely from the University of Cambridge and King’s 
College London, School of Education, which was formed in 1989 and dis-
banded itself  in 2010. They did not invent the term ‘formative assessment’, 
which was frst used with its current meaning by Bloom (1969), but their 
development of the concept has proved infuential worldwide. A report of 
the farewell event ofers a retrospective summary of their work and its impact 
(Mansell 2010). The ARG started life as a task force analysing the likely 
impact on assessment of the 1988 Education Reform Act, which envisaged a 
far-reaching reorganisation of state schooling, including the instigation of a 
national assessment system. 

The ARG’s frst review of existing research on assessment identifed what 
their later work would confrm: 
• the problems caused by using assessment results to evaluate schools, 

rather than individual pupils 
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• a consequent recognition of the need to separate formative from 
summative purposes of assessment 

• an implied need for greater trust in teachers (Assessment Reform Group 
1992). 

These issues determined the direction of the group’s later work. 
The group’s focus on using assessment to support learning became a 

major research project, which resulted in Black and Wiliam’s (1998a) paper 
‘Assessment and Classroom Learning’. A book followed: Inside the Black 
Box (Black and Wiliam 1998b) which attracted worldwide interest, providing 
as it did apparently compelling evidence, based on synthesised results from 
250 assessment-related studies, that formative assessment could signifcantly 
improve schools’ performance. 

The ARG’s case for formative assessment was sufciently compelling to 
secure its endorsement by the UK Qualifcations and Curriculum Authority, 
who had a poster outlining 10 principles of assessment for learning sent to 
every school in England (see Appendix 1). 

Further areas of research undertaken by members of the ARG included 
systematic reviews of the impact on students of self- and peer-assessment 
(Sebba and Deakin Crick 2005); the reliability and validity of assessment 
by teachers for summative purposes (Harlen 2004); the impact of summa-
tive assessment and tests on students’ motivation for learning (Harlen and 
Deakin Crick 2002). 

The group’s last major publication before they disbanded (Mansell, James 
and the Assessment Reform Group 2009), jointly published with the Teaching 
and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), ofers a fnal summary assess-
ment of what the group considered to have been achieved, and a critique of 
the state of educational assessment in the UK. The test-heavy situation in 
England is compared unfavourably with that in Scotland, where national 
assessment of all pupils had been abandoned ‘because policy-makers recog-
nised that teachers were teaching to the tests and that, although it appeared 
that results were improving, it was more likely to be that teachers were getting 
better at rehearsing children for the tests’ (Mansell et al 2009:6). 

The group acknowledges the difculty of successfully implementing 
assessment for learning; it challenges teachers to change what they do, how 
they think about learning and teaching, and the way in which they relate 
to their pupils. The case for involving teachers in summative assessment is 
endorsed. 

The importance of aligning assessment and learning is stressed (illustrated 
in the example of school mathematics), and the consequent need for clear 
construct defnition – what is the purpose of the subject, and how can this 
purpose be made the object of measurement? 

The paper is addressed to policy-makers, and lists four pressing challenges 
for them: 
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• Putting efective in-class assessment into practice system wide: the ‘spirit’ 
of assessment for learning is hard to achieve. Relatively few teachers 
use assessment for learning techniques efectively to promote learner 
autonomy. 

• Enhancing confdence in tests and examinations: data from tests and 
examinations has been re-purposed to negative efect: ‘there is little 
doubt that policies such as performance tables, targets and Ofsted 
inspections that place great weight on test and examination data have 
driven behaviour in schools’ (Mansell et al 2009:24). 

• Justifying the costs of assessment: ‘Extraordinary sums of money are 
now devoted to our assessment systems in the UK. The key question is 
whether these resources could be better spent’ (Mansell et al 2009:17). 

• Avoiding micro-management: abandoning scholarly distance, the 
authors vent their frustration at the government in England, which: 

has developed a version of assessment for learning which shares little of 
the “spirit” of the defnition and principles from the Assessment Reform 
Group, although the documentation quotes them. Indeed, Assessing 
Pupils’ Progress, the in-class assessment system that is a part of the gov-
ernment’s version of assessment for learning in England, is more to do 
with specifying frequent summative assessment than formative assess-
ment (Mansell et al 2009:20). 

The ARG’s critical appraisal of  the state of  assessment in England can thus 
be summarised as follows: its impact on individuals and schools makes 
assessment a high-stakes event. The consequent focus on achieving good 
grades negatively impacts intrinsic interest in the subject. Harlen (2005:207) 
points to the vast amount of accumulated evidence of the ‘detrimental 
efects’ that repeated external testing can do to students, teaching and the 
curriculum. 

Reliability is interpreted in norm-referenced terms, ranking students 
against each other, rather than against clearly identifed learning goals, thus 
decreasing the relevance and value of what is actually measured. 

Therefore the validity of such assessment – whether it actually serves the 
educational objectives that we would wish it to – can be challenged: ‘we use 
what are a very blunt set of instruments to intervene in the highly sensitive 
and complex business of learning’ (Broadfoot 2005:127). In this view validity 
would be better achieved by engaging teachers more directly in summative 
assessment. 

But all of these issues can be brought back to a single underlying cause: 
the re-purposing of assessments designed to accredit students’ achieve-
ment to serve as instruments of accountability, providing evidence to judge 
the performance of schools. This puts pressure on teachers to teach to the 
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tests, leading to a negative impact on classroom practice and on learning. As 
Mansell et al (2009:7) describe the situation in England: ‘Assessment infor-
mation has become a proxy measure that is supposed to facilitate judgments 
on the quality of most elements of our education system: its teachers, head 
teachers, schools, support services, local authorities and even the government 
itself.’ 

The government is accused of using assessment inappropriately as a man-
agerial tool to raise standards by creating competition between individuals, 
teachers and schools, commodifying the curriculum (making it measurable 
through standards), and using outcomes to reward or punish performance. 
Such use of performance indicators inevitably backfres. 

We should note that the ARG’s critical appraisal of the role of large-scale 
assessment is aimed primarily at government policy in England, and the man-
agerial model of using assessment as a lever within education, in contrast for 
example with developments in Scotland. 

Some of the ARG’s research was undertaken within the TLRP, which 
ran from 1999 to 2012. Now an archive, the TLRP website (Teaching and 
Learning Research Programme 2013) provides a detailed account of  the wide 
range of  activities and studies undertaken within the TLRP. The programme 
was concerned to maximise its impact on educational policy. While the 
huge body of research undertaken cannot be synthesised here, the TLRP’s 
own synthesis, in the form of 10 ‘evidence-informed principles for teach-
ing and learning or pedagogies’, might be seen to ofer an evidence-based 
defnition of  learning-oriented assessment. These principles are included in 
Appendix 2. 

2.2.2 Flight from psychometric testing: The United States 
In the United States as in England there was a reaction against accountability 
testing; and in particular many calls for reform refected disenchantment with 
psychometric testing (e.g. the predominant use of multiple-choice items). 
The terms alternative and authentic assessment seem to co-occur, indicating 
a concern that learning required diferent approaches to assessment, and that 
testing should somehow involve ‘real-life’ tasks. 

Authentic measures are: ‘engaging and worthy problems or questions of 
importance, in which students must use knowledge to fashion performances 
efectively and creatively. The tasks are either replicas of or analogous to the 
kinds of problems faced by adult citizens and consumers or professionals in 
the feld’ (Wiggins 1993:229). 

Linn, Baker and Dunbar (1991) identify a shift in assessment policy and 
practice aiming at direct assessment of complex performances, using open-
ended problems, essays, hands-on science problems and portfolios. 
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Collectively such measures are frequently referred to as “authentic” 
assessments . . . because they involve the performance of tasks that are 
valued in their own right. In contrast, paper-and-pencil, multiple-choice 
tests derive their value primarily as indicators or correlates of  other 
valued performances (Linn et al 1991:3, emphasis added). 

Linn et al identify the lack of correspondence between learning goals and 
indicators of achievement as an increasingly important concern for tradi-
tional tests of achievement, and a substantial motivation behind pleas for 
‘authentic’ assessment. 

Wiggins’ (1998:12) concept of ‘Educative Assessment’ argues for ‘testing 
that is deliberately designed to teach and improve, not just measure’. Wiggins 
and McTighe (1998:15) ofer a ‘backwards design’ model for using assess-
ment to drive curriculum and learning, providing a detailed ‘process and 
set of tools . . . to make the selection of curriculum priorities more likely to 
happen by design than by good fortune’. 

Brown and Hudson (1998) consider the impact of external assessments 
in terms of washback – the negative or positive efect on classroom practice. 
They particularly associate negative washback with standardised testing (i.e. 
multiple choice, item based), recognising that well-designed performance 
assessments can provide strong positive washback. 

Brown and Hudson list a range of alternative assessment procedures: 
checklists, journals, logs, videotapes and audiotapes, self-evaluation, teacher 
observations, portfolios, conferences, diaries, self-assessments, and peer-
assessments. Their review is positive but critical, challenging the wilder claims 
made for such approaches, e.g. by Huerta-Macias (1995:10), who argues that 
‘alternative assessments are in and of themselves valid, due to the direct nature 
of the assessment’. Brown and Hudson point out that the use of authentic 
materials does not absolve testers from the requirement to justify how infor-
mation is collected and interpreted (the same point is made by Bennett (2011, 
see also section 8.4). 

The aim to measure competence through authentic tasks leads naturally to 
the adoption of criterion-referenced standards as a basis for evaluating school 
achievements. In the United States context Hudson (2012) dates to the late 
1970s ‘a long history of concern with standards-based instruction’, portraying 
it as a reaction to poor performance in international educational measures 
of science and mathematics. The standards movement thus emerged in the 
reaction against the dominance of psychometric tests. Hudson introduces the 
concepts of content and performance standards: what students should know, 
and what level of performance on skills they should be able to demonstrate. 

Shepard (2000:8–9) is critical of the evolution of the standards-based 
movement in the US, which ‘has . . . placed great faith in externally imposed 
standards and “tests worth teaching to.” More recently, the standards 
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movement has been corrupted, in many instances, into a heavy-handed 
system of rewards and punishments without the capacity building and pro-
fessional development originally proposed as part of the vision.’ Shepard here 
is criticising the same managerial use of assessment to ‘drive up standards’ as 
that which was identifed on the other side of the Atlantic by the ARG. 

2.2.3 Teachers at the centre: Australia, New Zealand, Hong 
Kong, Scotland 

Davison and Leung (2009) and Davison (2007) use the terms teacher-based 
and school-based assessment (TBA and SBA) to describe some major assess-
ment reform programmes (see section 4.1). These developments give teachers 
an important role in assessing learning objectives which could not be easily 
assessed in public examinations, while at the same time aiming to enhance 
teaching and learning. They denote a shift from traditional norm-referenced 
external examinations towards a more student-centred TBA approach. Such 
projects substantially re-defne the role of teachers entailing among other 
things a considerable training requirement. 

Carless (2007), reporting on a project in Hong Kong, claims to be the frst 
to use the term learning-oriented assessment, though there are other con-
tenders. As he explains, he coined the term in an attempt to emphasise the 
learning features of assessment and promote their development, but also to 
distance it from the term ‘formative’ which through its various forms of inter-
pretation in Hong Kong had acquired negative connotations among teachers. 
He proposes three principles of learning-oriented assessment: 
1. Assessment tasks should be designed to stimulate sound learning 

practices amongst students. 
2. Assessment should involve students actively in engaging with criteria, 

quality, their own and/or peers’ performance. 
3. Feedback should be timely and forward looking so as to support current 

and future student learning. 
Davison and Leung (2009) present TBA as policy-supported practice in a 
number of educational systems internationally, including: 
• Australia, for example in Queensland, where SBA was introduced in the 

1970s. Here TBA is used for all assessment in the secondary school, even 
for high-stakes purposes (Queensland Studies Authority 2009), although 
not without problems with the quality and the norm-referencing of 
school-based assessments (Withers 1987). 

• New Zealand, which also has a long history of SBA in the senior 
secondary school New Zealand Qualifcations Authority (no date). 

• Canada (Cumming and Maxwell 2004). 
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• Scotland (Learning and Teaching Scotland 2006). 
• TBA is increasingly being adopted as national educational policy 

in Asia: in Hong Kong (Carless 2008, 2009, Davison 2007, Davison 
and Hamp-Lyons 2009), Singapore (Cheah 1998), as well as in some 
developing countries. 

Davison and Leung observe that it is also promoted in the United States 
(Popham 2008, Stiggins 2008), although, as they note, ‘always over-shadowed 
by national testing programs’ (2009:394). The requirement to professional-
ise teachers’ role in assessment is addressed, for example, by Brindley (2001), 
who uses the term outcomes-based assessment in relation to focusing teachers’ 
judgements on performance criteria, and proposes practical technical and 
professional approaches to achieving this. 

2.2.4 Re-thinking assessment’s role in society 
Shepard (2000) identifes the need for a paradigm shift in conceptions of 
assessment. ‘The best way to understand dissonant current practices . . . is to 
realize that instruction (at least in its ideal form) is drawn from the emergent 
paradigm while testing is held over from the past’ (Shepard 2000:4). 

Shepard criticises current approaches to assessment as refecting outworn 
beliefs about education in society, cognition, and the nature of learning. 

The central ideas of social efciency and scientifc management . . . were 
closely linked, respectively, to hereditarian theories of individual dif-
ferences and to associationist and behaviorist learning theories. These 
psychological theories were, in turn, served by scientifc measurement of 
ability and achievement (2000:4). 

Shepard uses the term classroom-based assessment (CBA) to advance a social 
constructivist conceptual framework, stressing that ‘a singularly important 
idea in this new paradigm is that both development and learning are primar-
ily social processes’ (2000:7). 

Thus, the view of education as an obstacle course which relatively few par-
ticipants successfully negotiate may have served society well enough in the 
past, but is now at odds with the needs of a learning society and a knowledge 
economy, which seek the best possible outcome for every student. 

This is of course an ethical as much as an economic issue. Lynch’s dis-
cussion of alternative assessment extends conceptions of assessment to 
include a wider range of activities, which have in common ‘the systematic 
use of information for making decisions and judgments about individu-
als’ (Lynch 2001:359). Lynch interprets critical theory to acknowledge ‘a 
concern for changing the human and social world, not just describing it, i.e., 
the “transformative agenda”, with the related and motivational concern for 
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social justice and equality’ (2001:357). He describes work to create a validity 
framework which ‘integrates validity with ethical considerations, especially 
in terms of consciously addressing the power relations that are at play in 
the assessment context’. Lynch links this ethical concern to Bachman and 
Palmer’s (1996) test ‘usefulness’ framework, and also to Messick’s (1989) 
‘consequential validity’: the concern with the value implications and social 
consequences of test interpretation and use (see section 6.6). Such concerns 
have been echoed by others in the critical language testing school of thought 
(e.g. Shohamy 1997). 

Rethinking the role of assessment also requires us to recognise that in 
today’s world learning is a continuous lifelong process. Sustainable assessment 
(Boud 2000, Boud and Falchikov 2006, see also section 3.4.1) relates to the 
context of higher education, which must ‘equip students to learn beyond the 
academy once the infrastructure of teachers, courses and formal assessment 
is no longer available’ (Boud and Falchikov 2006:399). Such skills concern the 
ability to learn continuously through participating in social activity, particu-
larly the workplace. 

Language skills in particular have important uses in professional con-
texts. Performance assessment is the term used by McNamara (1996) in rela-
tion to the development of a language assessment for medical professionals. 
McNamara stresses the complexity of dealing with the communicative skills 
entailed by such a programme, referring to it as ‘opening Pandora’s box’ 
(1996:48). 

2.2.5 Assessment as a strong model of learning 
There are several assessment techniques which set out to produce 
better learning through the adoption of quite specifc theoretical or process 
models. 

Dynamic assessment (Anton 2012, Lantolf  and Poehner 2011) imple-
ments a specifc form of teacher–student interaction exploiting Vygotsky’s 
(1986) notion of the zone of proximal development. Cognitive acceleration (see 
section 2.4.3) is a procedure which focuses in the same way on specifc forms 
of learning interaction. A third somewhat similar concept is that of mastery 
learning (Whiting, Van Burg and Render 1995) (see section 2.4.1), which 
involves regular testing and feedback to students, who either achieve a high 
test score and proceed to the next task, or continue to study the topic further 
until they can satisfy the mastery criterion. 

Black and Wiliam (2009:23, see also section 2.3) describe these approaches 
as formative assessment based on particularly efective versions of classroom 
interactive dialogue. 

Wiggins’ (1998) above-mentioned concept of ‘Educative Assessment’ also 
qualifes in this category. 
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Learning Oriented Assessment as developed in this volume also aspires to 
ft into this category. First presented by Jones, Saville and Hamilton (2013) it 
sets out to defne an integrated, ecological system, ofering complementary 
roles for assessment and teaching expertise, and based on a specifc model of 
learning. 

2.3 Defning learning-oriented assessment: 
Process, policy or principles? 

This volume sets out to defne a model of Learning Oriented Assessment 
in terms of principles – that is, of theory – in line with Bennett (2011), who 
insists that assessment for learning must be defned in terms of an explicit 
theory of action. 

This section looks critically at how learning-oriented approaches have 
been described and presented: as statements of policy, theoretically moti-
vated principles, educational values, outcomes-oriented recommendations 
for action, characteristic features, or perhaps a mixture of all these. We will 
focus on the ARG’s defnitions of formative assessment, or assessment for 
learning, chiefy because this group defned and re-defned the concept over 
an extended period. We would wish to identify the essential features, because 
a useful theory of learning-oriented assessment will be specifc and limited in 
scope. The exercise will also enable a condensed review of many of the defni-
tions, descriptions and features of learning-oriented assessment proposed by 
some key actors over time. 

The ARG’s writings refect an awareness of the dual need to develop a 
theory of formative assessment, as well as to devise practical prescriptions 
that teachers could make sense of. Their successive articulations of forma-
tive assessment, or assessment for learning, developed and changed over 
time. One of their early statements is quoted below. Written for dissemina-
tion within the educational community, it takes a largely process-oriented 
approach to defning formative assessment, based on the work of Black and 
Wiliam (1998a). 

This research indicated that improving learning through assessment 
depends on fve, deceptively simple, key factors: 

• the provision of efective feedback to pupils; 
• the active involvement of pupils in their own learning; 
• adjusting teaching to take account of the results of assessment; 
• a recognition of the profound infuence assessment has on the moti-

vation and self-esteem of pupils, both of which are crucial infuences 
on learning; 

• the need for pupils to be able to assess themselves and understand 
how to improve (Assessment Reform Group 1999:4). 
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These positive principles are followed by several ‘inhibiting factors’, 
including: 

• a tendency for teachers to assess quantity of work and presentation 
rather than the quality of learning; 

• greater attention given to marking and grading, much of it tending 
to lower the self-esteem of pupils, rather than to providing advice for 
improvement; 

• a strong emphasis on comparing pupils with each other which demor-
alises the less successful learners; 

• teachers’ feedback to pupils often serves social and managerial pur-
poses rather than helping them to learn more efectively; 

• teachers not knowing enough about their pupils’ learning needs 
(Assessment Reform Group 1999:5). 

These latter statements are process-oriented descriptions of how not to 
behave. Taken as a whole, this early statement provides a set of concrete pre-
scriptions for how classroom practice should proceed, albeit at quite a high 
level of abstraction. 

A later ARG document (Assessment Reform Group 2002, the poster put 
up in every school in England) provides the following list of headings, which 
are each glossed in more detail (Appendix 1 has the complete text). 

Assessment for learning: 

1. is part of efective planning 
2. focuses on how students learn 
3. is central to classroom practice 
4. is a key professional skill 
5. has an emotional impact 
6. afects learner motivation 
7. promotes commitment to learning goals and assessment criteria 
8. helps learners know how to improve 
9. encourages self-assessment 

10. recognises all achievements. 

The above headings ofer a very diferent description or defnition of what 
constitutes assessment for learning: a more comprehensive range of charac-
teristics and suggested impacts, but at a level of greater generality. As the doc-
ument explains: ‘the principles have been drafted and redrafted many times 
and have benefted from comments from a number of individuals and asso-
ciations, whose help is gratefully acknowledged.’ Perhaps this explains the 
more wide-ranging and inclusive, but less focused, approach to description. 

The poster also includes ARG’s most often-quoted defnition of Assess-
ment for Learning: 
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Assessment for Learning is the process of seeking and interpreting evi-
dence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners 
are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there 
(Assessment Reform Group 2002). 

In contrast, Black and Wiliam focus increasingly narrowly over time on a 
search for the essence of formative assessment. Eleven years after the founda-
tional paper (Black and Wiliam 1998a) which provided the major impetus for 
Assessment for Learning, Black and Wiliam (2009) track their own progress 
from describing formative assessment as a series of processes, to reconceptu-
alising it as a set of principles: 

Early work on formative assessment centred on fve main types of activ-
ity, suggested by evidence of their potential efectiveness: 

1. Sharing success criteria with learners 
2. Classroom questioning 
3. Comment-only marking 
4. Peer- and self-assessment 
5. Formative use of summative tests (Black and Wiliam 2009:3). 

They acknowledge the lack of a theoretical foundation for this list of activi-
ties. In search of a better theoretical grounding for formative assessment, they 
draw on Ramaprasad’s (1983) three key processes in learning and teaching: 
1. Establishing where the learners are in their learning. 
2. Establishing where they are going. 
3. Establishing what needs to be done to get them there. 
(Note that this is the source of the ‘iconic’ defnition of Assessment for 
Learning quoted above.) Observing that these indicate roles for both teachers 
and students led Black and Wiliam to identify the following fve aspects of 
formative assessment: 

1. Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for success; 
2. Engineering efective classroom discussions and other learning tasks 

that elicit evidence of student understanding; 
3. Providing feedback that moves learners forward; 
4. Activating students as instructional resources for one another; and 
5. Activating students as the owners of their own learning (2009:4). 

They link these back to the fve types of activity identifed earlier, which they 
now see as ways of enacting these fve key strategies. For example, classroom 
questioning is merely one way of implementing strategy 2, and comment-only 
marking is a particular way that teachers might achieve strategy 3. 

Black and Wiliam re-state their defnition of formative assessment, 
drawing both on their earlier defnitions (Black and Wiliam 1998a) and the 
defnition of ARG (Assessment Reform Group 2002): 
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Practice in a classroom is formative to the extent that evidence about 
student achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learn-
ers, or their peers, to make decisions about the next steps in instruction 
that are likely to be better, or better founded, than the decisions they 
would have taken in the absence of the evidence that was elicited. 

A discussion of this carefully worded defnition makes clear that forma-
tive assessment is concerned with ‘the creation of, and capitalization upon, 
“moments of contingency” in instruction for the purpose of the regulation of 
learning processes’ (Assessment Reform Group 2002). 

This, they acknowledge, seems to be a very narrow focus, but one which 
helps to distinguish a theory of formative assessment from an overall theory 
of teaching and learning. They insist that, although narrow, the concept has 
far-reaching implications for instructional design, curriculum, pedagogy, 
psychology and epistemology (Black and Wiliam 1998a:8). 

This explicit narrowing of focus is refected and justifed in Black and 
Wiliam’s acknowledgement that the fve earlier listed aspects of formative 
assessment refect ‘very general principles of learning, notably social con-
structivism and meta-cognition’ (2009:19). In contrast they present with 
approval two distinctive programmes of instruction – cognitive acceleration 
(see section 2.4.3) and dynamic assessment (see section 2.4.2) – which priori-
tise the improvement of learning capacity over subject-specifc aims, using an 
explicit and detailed theory of learning. Characteristic of both programmes 
is their explicit theoretical basis, the defnition of a specifed set of classroom 
activities, and prescribed pedagogic practices for which teachers require spe-
cifc training. Black and Wiliam report that these approaches are found to 
lead to signifcant long-term improvements in school achievement, and that 
the improvements they secure extend beyond the particular subject context in 
which a programme has been implemented. 

Describing these approaches as formative assessment based on particu-
larly efective versions of classroom interactive dialogue, they acknowledge 
that in comparison with cognitive acceleration and dynamic assessment 
programmes, ‘any teacher using formative and interactive dialogue . . . for 
normal subject teaching is engaged in a more difuse and subject-specifc 
form of thinking skills programme’ (Black and Wiliam 2009:23). 

To the extent that the practice of standard classroom teaching is neces-
sarily ‘difuse and subject specifc’ the aspiration to construct a theory of 
formative assessment distinct from an overall theory of teaching and learning 
seems attractive. 

We will follow Black and Wiliam in seeking to defne Learning Oriented 
Assessment as narrowly as possible, and, indeed, their location of the essence 
of formative assessment in the dialogic interaction between teacher and 
student is close to the position which will be developed here (see Chapter 8). 

27 



Learning Oriented Assessment

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

This section has focused on treatments of formative assessment associ-
ated with ARG’s work in England; but of course other writers have provided 
similar, more or less discursive descriptions or defnitions of learning-
oriented assessment. For example, the TLRP ofered a synthesis of its fnd-
ings in the form of 10 ‘evidence-informed principles’ of efective pedagogy 
(Teaching and Learning Research Programme 2007), the full text of which is 
provided in Appendix 2. 

2.4 Specifc learning-oriented methods 

2.4.1 Mastery learning 
Black and Wiliam (1998a) provide an account of mastery learning as a practi-
cal implementation of the learning theories of John B Carroll. They describe 
two main approaches to mastery learning developed in the 1960s: one by 
Benjamin Bloom, using teacher-paced group-based teaching approaches, 
called Learning for Mastery (LFM), and one by Keller, called a Personalized 
System of Instruction (PSI). The essence of the approach is that students con-
tinue to study a particular topic until they master it, however long this takes, 
before they are permitted to move on to the next topic. Black and Wiliam call 
mastery learning ‘learning with a key formative element’ and report research 
which found large positive efects (Kulik and Kulik 1989). However, they 
note that others have questioned whether mastery learning is efective at all. 
Slavin (1987) concluded from the reported studies that almost all of the large 
efect sizes were found on teacher-prepared, rather than standardised, tests: 
in other words, the efects were produced, consciously or unconsciously, by 
teaching to the test. 

2.4.2 Dynamic assessment 
Anton (2012) attributes the concept of dynamic assessment to Vygotsky, who 
referred to a change from symptomatic assessment, which focuses on present 
behaviour of a particular developmental stage, to diagnostic assessment, 
which focuses on future behaviour and on developing recommendations to 
foster developments. Two approaches to dynamic assessment are identifed: 
• interventionist, which follows a test–intervention–retest format and 

focuses on quantitative results 
• interactionist, which attempts qualitative analysis and interpretation of 

the key features of the interaction, blending learning and assessment. 
The latter is more in line with Vygotsky’s original conception. Poehner 
(2008) insists that it is impossible to understand the full range of the learn-
ers’ potential if  mediation is detached from its dialogic context and if 
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learners’ contributions to the mediation are not interpreted within the whole 
interaction. 

Poehner and Lantolf  (2005) claim that a fundamental diference between 
dynamic assessment and formative assessment is that while the latter focuses 
on the completion of the task, dynamic assessment aims at cognitive develop-
ment and transfer of skills to future tasks through intentional and systematic 
mediation. Thus it targets higher-order learning skills. 

2.4.3 Cognitive acceleration 
Cognitive acceleration (CA) is a technique which aims to promote cognitive 
development by stimulating cognitive processes according to a specifc theo-
retical model. CA programmes were instituted in the early 1980s in London, 
targeting children aged 12–14 with a cognitive intervention set in a science 
context, called Cognitive Acceleration through Science Education (CASE), 
designed to promote the type of higher level thinking described by Inhelder 
and Piaget (1958) as ‘formal operations’. Adey, Robertson and Venville (2002) 
report a study of children aged 5 or 6 years, aimed at the development of the 
level characterised as concrete operational thinking by Piaget and Inhelder. 
According to Adey et al’s account of this study, specifc theoretical principles 
underlying CA work include: 
• Cognitive confict. Starting with Piagetian notions of equilibration being 

attained at a higher level of thinking when a child encounters a problem 
which cannot be solved with existing cognitive structures, a graded 
challenge is ofered to the target population of learners. 

• Social construction. This draws on the Vygotskian notion that the 
construction of knowledge and understanding is a social process (see 
section 3.1), by designing appropriate group interactions into the 
interventions. 

• Metacognition. In CA work this term means conscious refection by 
a child on their own thinking processes, after a thinking act when 
they think back to the steps taken, and become aware how their own 
conceptualisation changed during the activity. 

• Schema theory. The CA work in secondary school uses the schemata of 
formal operations described by Inhelder and Piaget (1958), while the 
study on 5- and 6-years-olds used the schema of concrete operational 
thinking. 

The intervention consisted of a series of activities designed to provide cogni-
tive confict to 5-and 6-year-olds, to be delivered in a way which maximised 
opportunities for social construction, including metacognition. Signifcant 
positive efects of CA interventions have been reported. 
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3 What is learning? 

‘Education is a social process; education is growth; education is not 
preparation for life but is life itself.’ 

(John Dewey 1897) 

Based on a broad review of the literature on learning and on formative assess-
ment, this chapter introduces constructivism, and social constructivism in 
particular, as the learning paradigm within which our model of Learning 
Oriented Assessment can best be developed. We look at the building blocks 
of learning-oriented classroom interactions: tasks, scafolding, and feedback, 
and at the roles of students and teachers. 

3.1 Constructivism 
In the preface to Jonassen and Land (Eds) (2012:iv) the authors identify the 
1990s as the decade that ‘has witnessed the most substantive and revolution-
ary changes in learning theory in history . . . Contemporary situated, socio-
cultural, and constructivist conceptions of learning are built on diferent 
ontological and epistemological foundations than communications theory, 
behaviorism, and cognitivism. We have entered a new age in learning theory.’ 

Sjøberg (2007:1) recounts the development of constructivism within edu-
cation. The concept of cognitive constructivism, associated with Jean Piaget 
(Piaget 1976), proposes that learners cannot simply be given information 
which they immediately understand and use, but rather must construct their 
own knowledge. Experience enables them to create schemas – mental models 
of the world which are subsequently enlarged and refned through processes 
of assimilation and accommodation. Sjøberg points out that Piaget’s own 
perspective was mostly on general aspects of the development of knowledge: 
‘He was not so much interested in education, let alone teaching or conditions 
for good and efective learning’ (2007:7). Constructivism in education has 
latterly drawn on other theorists who put more stress on social and cultural 
conditions for learning. This concept of social constructivism is associated 
with Lev Vygotsky (Vygotsky 1986), who stresses the social and collaborative 
nature of learning. His most well-known construct is the zone of proximal 
development, which denotes the range of what a learner is currently able to 
assimilate, initially with the assistance of a more knowing interlocutor, such 
as a teacher. Vygotsky’s concept makes an important distinction between 
learning and development: 
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Learning which is oriented toward developmental levels that have already 
been reached is inefective from the viewpoint of a child’s overall devel-
opment. It does not aim for a new stage of the developmental process, 
but rather lags behind this process. The only good learning is that which 
is in advance of development (Vygotsky 1978:82, in Black and Wiliam 
2009:20). 

Thus the zone of proximal development describes not just what a student can 
do with support, which might be simply learning, but also the maturing of 
new psychological functions. A focus in instruction on the maturing psycho-
logical functions is most likely to produce a transition to the next develop-
mental level. 

3.1.1 Constructivism and situated cognition 
The two constructivist positions – cognitive and social ‒ are by no means in 
confict, but can be seen as diferent emphases within a general overarching 
concept of situated cognition: on an individual’s cognition, or on the larger 
physical and social context of interactions and culturally constructed tools 
and meanings within which cognition develops. 

Wilson and Myers (2000) give an account of situated cognition theory, 
asserting its potential to integrate the individual and the social within a coher-
ent theoretical perspective: 

The stand-out characteristic of situated cognition seems to be the place-
ment of individual cognition within the larger physical and social context 
of interactions and culturally constructed tools and meanings (Wilson 
and Myers 2000:66). 

This characterisation resonates strongly with the socio-cognitive model at the 
heart of the CEFR and the approach to construct defnition implemented by 
Cambridge English (see section 5.2). 

Of course, locating the development of cognition in its social context 
adds complexity to attempts at description. How can the social context be 
adequately described or taken account of? Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecolog-
ical systems theory represents the learner’s wider environment as a complex 
dynamic system, with interactions over fve levels: a complex web linking the 
individual to the larger social structures of community, society, economics 
and politics. Ecological systems theory has had a far-reaching infuence on 
the way that psychologists and social scientists approach the study of human 
beings and their environments. It is also important in the model of test impact 
developed by Saville (2009) which we return to in Chapter 9. 
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3.2 An appropriate model of cognition and 
learning 

The social constructivist model of learning which we have placed at the centre 
of learning-oriented assessment seems particularly appropriate to language 
learning. We have illustrated its coherence with the action-oriented model of 
language learning proposed by the CEFR (see also section 5.1.1), and conse-
quently with the Cambridge English approach to language assessment pre-
sented in Chapter 6. 

Cambridge English Language Assessment is of course not alone among 
assessment providers in seeking ways to redefne the relationship between 
educational assessment and the process of learning and teaching; but in arriv-
ing at the systemic, ecological conception presented here, and in developing 
our model of cognition and learning, we have made choices which distinguish 
our approach from that of other assessment bodies. 

One well-documented programme of work in the US looks to implement 
far more detailed models of competence, supported by even more powerful 
statistical methods. This programme goes back as far as Frederiksen, Mislevy 
and Bejar (Eds) (1993:19) who found that ‘the view of human abilities implicit 
in standard test theory – Item Response Theory as well as classical true-score 
theory ‒ is incompatible with the view rapidly emerging from cognitive and 
educational psychology’. In this view, trait-based measures fail to capture the 
complexity of abilities in the way necessary to understand learning or impact 
positively on it. Data to inform learning must be collected using detailed cog-
nitive models, and approaches to measurement that can deal with them. This 
programme has been pursued through two major projects at the Educational 
Testing Service (ETS): work on evidence-centred design (ECD) (Mislevy, 
Steinberg and Almond 1999), and on cognitive diagnosis approaches (CDA) 
(Xu and von Davier 2006). The focus on cognition has clear relevance to form-
ative assessment, and is developed in this direction by Pellegrino et al (2001). 

However, the cognitive approach as presented by Pellegrino et al is illus-
trated chiefy by examples from maths and science, where the stress is more on 
metacognitive problem-solving. With its focus on the individual’s cognition 
it lacks the social constructivist insight that ‘both development and learning 
are primarily social processes’ (Shepard 2000:7). Thus it appears to focus 
more narrowly on the attainment of curricular objectives and understanding 
of concepts, and to have less relevance to the nature of formative classroom 
interaction, or to the skills, dispositions and attitudes that inspire further 
learning (James and Brown 2005:10–11). 

The approach proposed by Pellegrino et al (2001) prompts some questions. 
Firstly, diagnosis is only a starting point for formative activity, which, as we 
have insisted, entails interaction; and thus a pivotal role for teachers, as partic-
ipants in or co-ordinators of that interaction. 
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Secondly, when we consider the nature of formative interactions within the 
classroom it becomes clear that learners’ states of understanding or mastery 
can hardly be analysed in isolation from the interactions themselves (Teasdale 
and Leung 2000). Cognition is socially constructed and begins in interaction. 
Model-based diagnosis of cognitive attributes requires stable observations, 
something hardly to be expected at the growing point where learning is hap-
pening. It is easier to see the relevance to summative than to formative assess-
ment (Jones 2012:360). 

Thirdly, we use the concept of emergence to argue that the higher-order 
skill which is the goal of learning (for example, communicative language 
ability) is something qualitatively diferent from, and irreducible to, its parts 
– that is, the linguistic elements which make up the curriculum (see also 
section 1.3, Sayer 1992:119). This raises problems for a componential view 
of learning. 

Given our primary interest in language learning the more holistic, learner-
oriented nature of the social constructivist approach, and the central role 
of  social interaction, seems more relevant to our purpose than the more 
componential, knowledge-oriented nature of the cognitive constructivist 
approach. 

So-called cognitive development models (Shavelson 2008, 2009) propose 
fxed progression routes through bodies of learning material. Shavelson 
warns against premature applications of such models, citing research to 
counter the assumption that cognitive development is neatly describable, 
or follows predictable paths. Successful formative assessment is difcult to 
reduce to rules, he concludes, and depends on a high level of teacher exper-
tise. The social constructivist emphasis on process over product – learning as 
classroom interaction, rather than as an outcome of it – has proved a pow-
erful concept in developing the model of learning-oriented assessment pre-
sented in this volume. 

3.3 Task-based interaction 
Having located Learning Oriented Assessment within a social constructivist 
paradigm, let us analyse in more detail the nature of learning-oriented class-
room interaction. 

Interaction is at the heart of learning. Vygotsky (1986) views all cognition 
as socially constructed, so that learning happens through interaction with a 
more knowing other (e.g. a teacher) and what a learner can achieve with assis-
tance defnes the zone of proximal development: the achievable learning space. 
According to Vygotsky, ‘every function in the child’s cultural development 
appears twice: . . . frst between people (interpsychological) and then inside 
the child (intrapsychological)’ (1978:57). 

We may compare Vygotsky’s position with that of Krashen (1982), who 
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proposes that learning happens by exposure to comprehensible input, at a 
level just beyond the learner’s current capacity (the i+1 level). Krashen takes 
a Chomskyan view of language acquisition as an innate capacity: a specif-
ically programmed Language Acquisition Device (LAD). Formal language 
teaching is not necessary, and indeed Krashen goes so far as to claim that 
it does not work. The two notions of the i+1 level and the zone of proximal 
development seem at frst glance to be similar, but in fact they are quite dif-
ferent: while the LAD that Krashen appeals to is a black box which eludes 
closer study, Vygotsky provides an interaction-based theory of learning 
which can be productively implemented. We have noted Vygotsky’s infuence 
on, for example, the Assessment for Learning Group in the UK (Black and 
Wiliam 2003), and the dynamic assessment movement in the USA (Lantolf 
and Poehner 2011). 

Within language learning the importance of interaction has also been 
identifed, although Vygotsky’s infuence has impacted on how SLA concep-
tions are now understood: ‘it has shifted the emphasis from viewing interac-
tion as leading to language learning to interaction as being the place where 
language learning actually occurs’ (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005:251). 

Thus Swain’s (1985) ‘output hypothesis’ argues that production and prac-
tice is necessary for the self-monitoring which enables the learner to test and 
modify hypotheses about the language. But more recently Swain (2001:281) 
actually defnes learning in terms of interaction: ‘learning is understood to 
be a continuous process of constructing and extending meaning that occurs 
during learners’ involvement in situated joint activities’. 

The literature on interaction refers to a number of concepts – tasks, goals, 
scafolding, feedback and more – which help us defne models of learning-
oriented assessment. The following sections review some of these concepts. 

3.3.1 Tasks 
A task-based approach to language education follows naturally from the 
social constructivist position presented in section 3.1. As noted in section 4.2, 
the concept of task occupies a central place in the CEFR’s action-oriented 
model. Van den Branden (Ed) (2006:7) compares a number of defnitions of 
task-based learning ofered by diferent authors: 
• an activity which required learners to arrive at an outcome from given 

information through some process of thought and which allowed 
teachers to control and regulate that process was regarded as a task 
(Prabhu 1987) 

• a piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, 
manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their 
attention is primarily focused on meaning rather than form (Nunan 
1989) 
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• one of a set of diferentiated, sequenceable, problem-posing activities 
involving learners’ cognitive and communicative procedures applied to 
existing and new knowledge in the collective exploration and pursuance 
of foreseen or emergent goals within a social milieu (Candlin 1987) 

• an activity in which: 

‒ meaning is primary 
‒ there is some communication problem to solve 
‒ there is some sort of relationship to comparable real-world activities 
‒ task completion has some priority 
‒ the assessment of the task is in terms of outcome (Skehan 1998) 

• an activity, infuenced by learner choice, and susceptible to learner 
reinterpretation, which requires learners to use language, with emphasis 
on meaning, to attain an objective (Bygate, Skehan and Swain (Eds) 2001). 

These authors highlight diferent (and to an extent conficting) aspects of 
task-based learning: Prabhu stresses outcomes, and allows the teacher a 
controlling infuence; Nunan stresses the learner’s attention to meaning; 
for Candlin it is the socially situated nature of the event which is foremost; 
Skehan additionally mentions a degree of real-world authenticity. Bygate et al 
alone stress the role of the learners in interpreting objectives and controlling 
outcomes. 

Our essential defnition of task, which aligns with a social constructivist 
view, is that it leads to the purposeful use of language to communicate person-
ally signifcant meanings. 

Tasks may or may not provide the organising principle for a context of 
instructed learning; but the implications of adopting a task-based approach 
is that learning is conceived in more holistic, functional and communicative 
terms than is the case with a linguistically organised syllabus. To this extent 
a task-based approach is more in line with SLA views of how languages are 
actually learned (Van den Branden (Ed) 2006:9). 

Nonetheless, Van den Branden fnds task-based teaching to be consistent 
with the grammatically oriented concept of focus on form, and cites recent 
SLA research which supports such an approach. 

3.3.2 Supporting learners’ performance on tasks 

Prior knowledge 
The importance of building on prior knowledge is well expressed in Ausubel’s 
principle of contingent teaching: ‘The most important single factor infu-
encing learning is what the learner already knows; ascertain this and teach 
him accordingly’ (1968:vi, in James and Pedder 2006). Clearly, each learner 
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can only move forward from where they are. If  a classroom exercise assumes 
certain prior knowledge, a frst step is to begin with a check on whether stu-
dents possess that knowledge. Shepard (2000:10) states that ‘prior knowledge 
and feedback are two well-established ideas, the meaning of which may have 
to be re-examined as learning theories are changed to take better account of 
social and cultural contexts’. That is, learners may have diferent experiences, 
understanding, goals and conceptions which ideally the teacher should be 
able to identify and respond to. 

Explicit criteria 
‘Sharing criteria with learners’ is one of the four fundamental principles of 
formative assessment proposed by Black and Wiliam (1998b) and others 
working with performance assessment in education. It is the basis for learn-
ers to develop the ability to self-assess. According to Frederiksen and Collins 
(1989:30) students must be helped to develop an awareness of the important 
characteristics of good problem-solving, good writing etc., and of the habits 
of mind which contribute to achieving these. Students should know what will 
count as good performance on the task. 

Scafolding 
Shepard (2000) describes instructional scafolding as interactive feedback 
provided in ways that refect constructivist principles of learning. Scafolding 
is defned by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976:90) as a process ‘that enables a 
child or novice to solve a task or achieve a goal that would be beyond his 
unassisted eforts’. Efective scafolding techniques are reported to include: 
• highlighting learning strategies to the learner, for example reconstructing 

how a goal was achieved (Maloch 2002) 
• structuring the task’s level of difculty, jointly participating in problem-

solving, focusing the learner’s attention to the task, and motivating the 
learner (Rogof 1997) 

• varying the level of help provided; the help is calibrated to the student’s 
level of performance: ‘It is not simply intervening that makes a 
diference to learning because just any kind of help will not do’ (Rodgers 
2004:506) 

• providing opportunities for errors as errors are necessary for learning 
• repetition, contextual embedding, drawing connections between lessons 

or classroom activities, thereby altering the cognitive complexity of the 
activity with reference to learner needs (Rea-Dickins 2006). 

Efective scafolding requires the teacher to have knowledge of the task (e.g. 
what is involved in learning to read) and knowledge of the student (knowing 
where the student is in their learning). The teacher must also decide what 
errors to attend to and what level of help to provide (Wood et al 1976). 
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There are forms of assessment which appeal explicitly to the notion of 
scafolding in order to measure language ability interactively within the zone 
of proximal development. Lantolf and Poehner (2011) describe an inter-
ventionist dynamic assessment procedure whereby performance on a task 
is scored on the basis of how many clues or prompts the student requires 
in order to succeed on the task. From a slightly diferent perspective, Pollitt 
and Ahmed (2004) propose a similar ‘support model’ for summative school 
examinations, arguing that a response elicited through prompting gives a 
more valid measure of a lower-level student’s ability than the zero response 
observed if  that student is unable to engage with the task at all. 

Although the term ‘scafolding’ as used above refers to classroom inter-
action, a similar concept is evident in all contexts of task-based communica-
tion. In the social world the role of the interlocutor frequently plays a crucial 
role in scafolding successful communication, something which complicates 
attempts to assess communicative language ability as if  it were purely a prop-
erty of the learner. The construction of efective test tasks also involves a 
form of scafolding to adjust the level of difculty appropriately. This aspect 
of scafolding is further discussed in section 8.2. 

Goals 
The goals of learning are of course framed at higher and more formal levels, 
enshrined in curricula and course materials; but what is important in com-
pleting a task is how the goals are viewed by the participants (teachers and 
learners) in the interaction. Black and Wiliam (1998a:20) state that: 

The core of the activity of formative assessment lies in the sequence of 
two actions. The frst is the perception by the learner of a gap between 
a desired goal and his or her present state (of knowledge, and/or under-
standing, and/or skill). The second is the action taken by the learner to 
close that gap in order to attain the desired goal (Ramaprasad 1983, 
Sadler 1989). 

Goals may be set by the teacher, but importantly may also be constructed by 
the learner. James and Pedder (2006) refer to a distinction between learning 
or mastery goals and performance goals. The frst characterises the goal ori-
entation of learners who ‘strive to increase their competence, to understand 
or master something new’; the second learners who ‘strive either to docu-
ment, or gain favourable judgements of, their competence or to avoid nega-
tive judgments of their competence’ (Dweck 1989:88–89). Black and Wiliam 
(1998a:23) describe two such groups: 

The former spoke of the importance of learning, believed in the value 
of efort to achieve mastery, and had a generally positive attitude to 
learning. The latter attributed failure to lack of ability, spoke more in 

37 



Learning Oriented Assessment

   

 

 

 

 

terms of their relative ability . . . and focused on the signifcance of out-
performing others. 

This psychological perspective is coherent with Butler’s (1987) task-involving 
and ego-involving properties of evaluations (see section 3.3.3), Lepper and 
Hodell’s (1989) intrinsic and extrinsic reward systems, or Black and Wiliam’s 
(1998a) distinction between process and product goals. 

As noted earlier, summative assessment has been criticised for focusing 
learners’ (and teachers’) attention on performance rather than learning goals, 
with the consequent risk that learners develop the characteristics of learned 
helplessness over resilience (Dweck 2000). 

The literature reviewed above confrms that a variety of personal fea-
tures ‒ self-concept, self-attribution, self-efcacy, and assumptions about the 
nature of learning ‒ will impact positively or negatively on learning; and con-
sequently that forms of feedback must be carefully considered, to discourage 
students from adopting performance-oriented goals that seek approval rather 
than pursue learning (James and Pedder 2006), and to encourage positive 
beliefs about ability and efort. 

3.3.3 Feedback on task performance 
Shepard (2000) interprets scafolding as feedback based on constructivist 
principles; but the term feedback itself  goes back literally to the origins of 
formative assessment. For Bloom, who frst applied the term to students, the 
purpose of formative evaluation was ‘to provide feedback and correctives at 
each stage in the teaching-learning process’ (Bloom1969:48, in Bennett 2011). 
Black and Wiliam (1998a) also consider the concepts of formative assess-
ment and of feedback to overlap strongly, hence the considerable space given 
to it in their study. They cite Ramaprasad’s (1983) defnition: ‘Feedback is 
information about the gap between the actual level and the reference level of 
a system parameter which is used to alter the gap in some way’ (Black and 
Wiliam 1998a:4). 

Ramaprasad stresses that if  the information is not actually used in alter-
ing the gap, then there is no feedback. Black and Wiliam (1998a) conclude 
that the quality of feedback is critical. Feedback is most efective when it is 
designed to stimulate correction of errors through a thoughtful approach to 
them in relation to the original learning relevant to the task. Efective feed-
back focuses on deep rather than shallow learning (see section 3.3.4, and 
Wiggins 1998). 

However, there is evidence that learners respond to feedback diferently, 
making it more difcult to identify what constitutes good feedback. Kluger 
and DeNisi (1996) identify four typical responses to a ‘feedback–standard 
discrepancy’: learners may attempt to reach the standard, if  they have high 
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commitment and self-belief, or abandon the standard completely, if  their 
self-belief  is low (Dweck’s ‘learned helplessness’), or change the standard, or 
simply deny that the feedback–standard gap exists. 

These fndings agree with a study by Butler (1988), a surprising result of 
which was that giving grades as feedback could nullify the positive impact of 
giving comments on the task. See also Butler and Neuman (1995). 

The Black and Wiliam (1998a) account of feedback has subsequently 
been challenged or extended in several ways. For example, Shepard (2000:11) 
asserts that ‘the existing literature on feedback will be of limited value to us 
in reconceptualizing assessment from a constructivist perspective, because 
the great majority of existing studies are based on behaviorist assumptions’. 
Shepard proposes that social mediation of learning can occur within groups 
of students, and insists that this social constructivist perspective provides a 
view of motivation profoundly diferent from behaviourist reinforcement. 

3.3.4 Aspects of learning 

Transfer 
Shepard (2000) sees a close relationship between truly understanding a 
concept and being able to transfer knowledge and use it in new situations. In 
contrast to memorisation, true understanding is fexible, connected, and gen-
eralisable. These notions overlap with the concept of deep learning discussed 
in the next section. 

Deep and shallow learning 
Learning with understanding, or deep learning (Entwistle and Entwistle 1991, 
Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle (Eds) 1984) is invoked by Harlen and James 
(1997) to characterise the diference between formative and summative assess-
ment: deep learning is the goal of formative assessment, they claim, while 
shallow learning is held to be the result of preparing for summative assess-
ments. According to Harlen and James (1997:368) deep learning implies: 

. . . an intention to develop personal understanding, active interaction 
with the content, particularly in relating new ideas to previous knowl-
edge and experience, linking ideas together using integrating principles, 
and relating evidence to conclusions. 

Deep learning is ‘owned by the learner in the sense that it becomes a funda-
mental part of the way he or she understands the world’ (Harlen and James 
1997:368). Facilitating deep learning is seen as the essence of formative assess-
ment. This distinction relates to the notion of emergence discussed next. 
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3.3.5 Emergence 
Emergence is an important concept within this text. It describes the funda-
mental, qualitative step-change between conscious learning of the elements 
of a language ‒ grammar, vocabulary ‒ and the emergence of a higher-order 
system which is qualitatively diferent from, and irreducible to, its parts 
(Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008, Sayer 1992:119). When the term 
‘higher order’ or ‘lower order’ is used in this volume it relates explicitly to the 
notion of emergence. 

There are important implications for pedagogy. The emergence of com-
municative language ability cannot be explained in terms of simple content 
transmission. Thus we should not expect the higher-order objectives to be 
achieved solely by a presentation, practice, performance (PPP) approach to 
teaching. Such an approach assumes that the whole is just the sum of its parts, 
whereas the higher-order system is signifcantly more than that. Therefore 
there must be an important place in the learning-oriented classroom for inter-
actions that specifcally promote the emergence of the higher-order skill. 

We may illustrate the distinction between lower and higher-order skills 
by looking critically at a description of classroom-based learning-oriented 
assessment by the Assessment Reform Group (2002:2): 

Much of what teachers and learners do in classrooms can be described 
as assessment. That is, tasks and questions prompt learners to demon-
strate their knowledge, understanding and skills. What learners say and 
do is then observed and interpreted, and judgments are made about how 
learning can be improved. These assessment processes are an essential 
part of everyday classroom practice and involve both teachers and learn-
ers in refection, dialogue and decision making. 

The activity described above might be understood in two quite diferent ways: 
one focused on learners and their developing cognition, the other on trans-
mitting the content of learning. 

What is clear here is that teachers and learners are seen as active agents in 
constructing learning interactions, even if  the teacher, as the more knowing 
interlocutor, has a greater role in organising their implementation. What is 
not clear is the level of cognition which is supposed to be engaged by learn-
ing interactions: at a metacognitive level interaction seems to be driven by 
the teacher’s didactic intention, so that the ‘refection, dialogue and decision 
making’ might focus, for example, on identifying, discussing and correcting 
errors made by the students. But at the cognitive level we can see learning 
being driven by learners’ purposeful use of language to communicate per-
sonally signifcant meanings, given the engaging context and scafolding 
supplied by the teacher. This is where learning happens, according to the 
insights ofered by social constructivist learning theory and refected in the 
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CEFR’s action-oriented model of learning. If  cognition is not engaged at this 
level then the teacher’s orchestration of learning interaction will most likely 
prove inefective (see section 5.1.2 for a discussion on learning and personal 
development). 

3.4 Roles of teachers and learners 
What the concepts discussed above have in common is that they all relate to 
learning interaction. Learning interaction addresses a task, has a goal, deals 
in meanings, may be mediated and scafolded, has outcomes, leading to 
refection and evaluation, and engages and changes cognition, i.e. produces 
learning. We should not think of these concepts as tools, methods, techniques 
or procedures for promoting learning: as Vygotsky argues, they are learning 
in action. 

The major participants in interaction are learners and teachers, but pri-
marily learners, because they are where the learning happens. Learning can 
only build on the learner’s prior experience, and a common situation is that 
both learners and teachers come to the task already negatively conditioned 
by previous experience. In the language of international educational surveys, 
there may exist powerful antecedent conditions ‒ part of the context in which 
education proceeds. International surveys like to focus on the malleable 
factors, amenable to change, such as curricula, methodology or incentives for 
teachers, but both kinds of factor impact on the educational outcomes which 
surveys measure. 

Therefore good learners and teachers are not produced simply by follow-
ing some set of efective procedures. In many contexts there are antecedent 
issues to deal with: not a question of education so much as re-education. 
Examples of such issues in diferent contexts are given in the next section. 

3.4.1 The learner 
Sadler (1998, reported by Shepard 2000:14), in an Australian context, com-
ments on the difculty of remedying ‘the long-term exposure of students to 
defective patterns of formative assessment’. Perrenoud (1998), in a Swiss 
context, notes that while there are always certain students in a class who are 
willing to work harder and engage with formative assessment, other chil-
dren and adolescents are ‘imprisoned in the identity of a bad pupil and an 
opponent’ (1998:92). According to Perrenoud, ‘every teacher who wants to 
practice formative assessment must reconstruct the teaching contract so as to 
counteract the habits acquired by his pupils’ (1998:92). 

This underlines the importance of enabling learners to acquire a positive 
image of themselves as learners. Shepard (2000:10) cites Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) concept of legitimate peripheral participation, whereby ‘learning 
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and development of an identity of mastery occur together as a newcomer 
becomes increasingly adept at participating in a community of practice’. The 
social constructivist classroom should ofer the ideal context for developing 
a more positive disposition to learning. The discussion of learning objec-
tives in section 5.1 fnds the most important objectives, in terms of long-term 
achievement, to be the skills and dispositions of learning how to learn, which 
include developing feelings of membership and inclusion in the group where 
learning takes place. 

Writing in a higher education context, Boud (2000) and Boud and 
Falchikov (2006) take further the implications for assessment and learning 
goals of needing to prepare students to become members of communities of 
practice. In an increasingly complex world they foresee challenges that will 
not be addressed by disciplinary or interdisciplinary knowledge, where prob-
lems will require the combining of expertise in new ways, and propose that ‘a 
third purpose of assessment ‒ assessment to foster learning throughout life 
‒ be given equal attention alongside the well-established purposes of assess-
ment for certifcation and assessment to aid current learning’ (Boud and 
Falchikov 2006:400). 

Self- and peer-assessment 
Good learning requires learners to become autonomous and capable of 
self-direction. The ability to self-assess is a necessary aspect of this. As noted 
previously, giving learners explicit criteria for what counts as high-quality 
or successful completion of a task is critical for developing the capacity to 
self-assess. Sadler (1989) asserts that students’ understandings can only 
change if  they can understand the goals which they are failing to attain, 
locate their own position in relation to those goals, and then pursue learn-
ing which changes their understanding. Thus self-assessment is essential for 
efective learning. 

Peer- and self-assessment are among the four clusters of classroom prac-
tices identifed by Black and Wiliam (1998a) as being efective in enhancing 
learning and achievement: peer-assessment is ‘an important complement [to] 
and may even be a prior requirement for self-assessment’ (James and Pedder 
2006:116, citing Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall and Wiliam 2003:50). 

Peer-assessment should be efective where learners are prepared to treat 
learning as a joint activity: ‘the power of peer-assessment, especially in con-
texts of strong learning orientation (Watkins, Carnell, Lodge, Wagner and 
Whalley 2000), rests on an assumption of co-agency in the collaborative con-
struction of knowledge’ (James and Pedder 2006:116). 

Motivation 
Motivation for learning, although not directly linked to achievement, has 
been shown to infuence students’ willingness to persist with learning when it 
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becomes difcult and their willingness to work hard at it (Csizér and Dörnyei 
2005, Gardner 1985). A better understanding of what motivates learners may 
inform instructional decisions such as selecting resources, planning learning 
activities, etc. In a language context motivation has been conceptualised as 
composed of several components, including: 
• instrumentality: belief  in the usefulness of gaining profciency in the 

language 
• attitudes towards the target language community, such as a desire to visit 

countries that use the target language or interest in having contact with 
speakers of that language 

• milieu: support for language learning from the learners’ immediate social 
environment (i.e. family and friends) 

• linguistic self-confdence: confdence level in the target language 
• cultural interest: appreciation of the target language communities’ 

cultural products (i.e. music, movies, etc.) 
• integrativeness: desire to integrate into the target language culture. 
More recently newer versions of motivation (e.g. Dörnyei 2006) have incor-
porated some of these into the concept of the idealised self-image and its con-
stituent parts. The idealised self-image ‒ how learners want to see themselves 
‒ clearly relates to social constructivist concepts of group membership. 

Large-scale assessment poses threats to motivation, as extrinsic or instru-
mental motivation to perform well in an assessment, when this is perceived as 
high stakes, may replace intrinsic motivation in the subject, with a negative 
impact on learning. Perhaps encouraged by the immediate milieu that places 
high value in achieving a particular test score, learners may be motivated to 
achieve that score at any cost, rather than learning the language. Negative 
consequences in these cases can include learners cramming to memorise test 
items and a higher incidence of malpractice and cheating. 

3.4.2 The teacher 
The literature on formative assessment makes clear that the role of the teacher 
in learning-oriented assessment is critically important but also, in many con-
texts, very difcult. Antecedent conditions include factors such as govern-
ment policy which focus undue attention on external high-stakes summative 
assessment. This may be impossible to change – in fact the very existence of 
the formative–summative distinction refects a view of summative assess-
ment as a necessary evil whose efects can, at best, be mitigated by fnding a 
place for a separate learning-oriented assessment component. Several studies 
(Black et al 2003, James and Pedder 2006, Johnston, Guice, Baker, Malone 
and Michelson 1995, Turner 2006) attest to the difculties that teachers expe-
rience in working to two diferent sets of objectives. 
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Other antecedent conditions may include teachers’ own long-standing 
beliefs and assumptions about teaching, which are difcult but perhaps not 
impossible to change. 

The teacher’s role in learning 
Most important of these perhaps is the locus of control in the classroom. As 
James and Pedder (2006:117) state: ‘If  the goal is to encourage students to 
become autonomous, independent, active learners, then the locus of control 
over learning needs to shift in many classrooms ‒ from teachers to students.’ 
Typically, successful learning is refected in such a transfer of responsibility 
from the teacher to the learner. 

In order to change beliefs and accustomed practice in such fundamental 
ways, James and Pedder (2006) claim that teachers must come to understand 
classroom-based learning-oriented assessment in terms of its underlying 
principles. As the title of the paper Beyond method implies, teachers must 
look beyond a particular set of classroom techniques and methods. Changing 
practice begins with changing beliefs, rather than vice versa. 

Social constructivist principles would lead teachers to share responsi-
bility for the practice of classroom teaching and assessment with students. 
Moreover, teachers should be ready to accept the same feedback and critique 
of their own work as that which is expected of students (Shepard 2000:12). 
James and Pedder (2006:111) argue similarly. The implication for profes-
sional development is that teachers need opportunities to examine critically 
the values and beliefs that shape their practice (see Appendix 3 for James and 
Pedder’s (2006) fve hypotheses on assessment for learning). 

The teacher’s role in classroom assessment 
As Rea-Dickins (2006) points out, CBA tends to serve several competing 
agendas: supporting the language development of individual learners, cov-
ering curriculum content, and/or gathering data for formal reporting. In the 
context of working in England, Teasdale and Leung (2000) fnd a lack of 
clarity about the theoretical frameworks which are invoked. The several roles 
of the teacher in assessment are left weakly identifed by an ‘uneasy articu-
lation of diferent principles underpinning psychometric measurement and 
pedagogy’ (Teasdale and Leung 2000:163). 

Rea-Dickins (2006:167) ofers a detailed analysis of how teachers’ class-
room discourse changes to refect diferent assessment roles: as more formal 
‘raters’ of learner performance, identifying levels of language achievement; 
or as agents of a more learning-oriented ‘ongoing appraisal of students 
through the ebb and fow of classroom discourse’. She concludes that when 
teachers are in ‘teaching’ or ‘curriculum-tracking’ mode they might miss 
opportunities for learners to engage and to develop their language. ‘What 
appears crucial is not that all assessment should ideally be formative but that 
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teachers are able to provide for their learners a balance in the types of assess-
ment within instruction. An overemphasis on patterns of assessment where 
learners are cued to display their language knowledge is undesirable’ (Rea-
Dickins 2006:184). 

For teachers to fulfl such a range of roles they require professional train-
ing and support, which seems frequently to be lacking. Accordingly, a lit-
erature has grown up on how teachers can be equipped with the necessary 
assessment skills. For example, Brindley (2001) advances a model of how 
practical technical and professional support could be provided to teachers in 
order to develop more professional assessment competences. 

There is the concept of assessment literacy. In its basic form this might 
involve training in assessment to equip the users of external assessments to 
understand their intended uses, to evaluate them critically and to be aware of 
their limitations, e.g. in terms of the information they provide (Inbar-Lourie 
2008, Taylor 2009). 

Such an understanding might also be a starting point for teachers to 
develop more advanced knowledge and skills, including their own ability to 
construct various kinds of assessment. However, it is clear that assessment 
literacy for teachers must distinguish summative from learning-oriented 
assessment. 

Brindley (2001:403) stresses the need for better professional develop-
ment, pointing out that ‘the skills required for classroom assessment which 
is embedded in the curriculum are quite diferent from those that are con-
ventionally taught in “educational measurement” courses (e.g. Arter 1999, 
Brookhart 1999, Stiggins 1999, Whittington 1999)’. In the US the National 
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education/American Council on the 
Teaching of Foreign Languages (NCATE/ACTFL) and NCATE/TESOL 
teacher development standards give signifcant attention to teachers’ compe-
tence in assessment. 

The teacher’s role in summative assessment 
As we saw in section 2.2.3, there are many contexts where teachers are being 
given a very signifcant role – even a decisive one – in summative assess-
ment. The impact is particularly dramatic in the case of languages, which 
refects the twin revolutions of the ‘communicative turn’ and of formative 
assessment. The frst of these, most clearly visible in the wide adoption of the 
CEFR (Council of Europe 2001), stresses that the purpose of language edu-
cation is to equip learners to communicate. Formative assessment puts class-
room discourse at the centre of learning and asserts its primary importance. 
Clearly, the two movements have much in common. 

The new focus on functional language skills and on teachers as the orches-
trators of their development represents in many contexts a radical change that 
exerts great strains on the system: see for example Davison and Hamp-Lyons 
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(2009) and Davison and Leung (2009) on the development of an SBA com-
ponent in various international educational systems, treated more fully in 
section 2.2.3. 

In many other countries attempts to give teachers a greater role in assess-
ment still come up against the dominant role of large-scale summative testing. 
In the context of England we have noted the ARG’s critical stance towards 
formal, summative assessment, and consequently there is some disagreement 
as to whether, or how, teachers should be involved in doing it. Black and 
Wiliam (1998a) refer to a debate between those who draw attention to the dif-
fculties of combining the two roles of formative and summative assessment 
(Harlen, Gipps, Broadfoot and Nuttall 1992, Scott 1991, Simpson 1990) and 
those who argue that it can and indeed must be done to escape the dominance 
of external summative testing (Black 1993, Harlen 2005, 2009, Mansell et al 
2009, Wiliam and Black 1996). 

Thus, for example, Mansell et al (2009) make strong claims for the positive 
role that teachers could play in the assessment of learning. Harlen (2005:221) 
asserts that current assessments provide information of low validity and relia-
bility, and at signifcant cost: ‘moderation of teachers’ judgements . . . can be 
conducted so that it not only serves a quality control function, but also has an 
impact on the process of assessment by teachers, having a quality assurance 
function as well.’ 

3.5 In summary 
This chapter has attempted a broad review of the literature on learning and 
formative assessment, introducing social constructivism as an appropri-
ate model for Learning Oriented Assessment, particularly for the case of 
languages. 

Learning is a product of social interaction. Tasks which motivate interac-
tion, in the classroom or in the context of an assessment, therefore play a key 
role in the Learning Oriented Assessment approach. We presented a range of 
defnitions of tasks, and provided our own defnition of the task as an activ-
ity which leads to the purposeful use of language to communicate personally 
signifcant meanings. The conditions for conducting classroom tasks so as to 
enable learning to happen include: 
• ensuring that learners have the necessary prior knowledge 
• sharing explicit criteria for success 
• skilled scafolding of learners’ performance, producing learning 

interaction 
• ensuring that in approaching the task learners adopt goals which focus 

on learning rather than on gaining favourable judgements of their 
competence. 
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After attempting a task, feedback is the essential part of the assessment cycle 
which enables learning. One indication that learning has taken place is that 
the learner can transfer a competence acquired during task completion to a 
diferent context. This relates to the notion of deep and shallow learning, and 
to the important concept of emergence: the ability to use language to com-
municate emerges as a higher-order skill, which is not a simple product of 
curricular objectives. This implies that there must be a place in the language 
classroom for both curriculum-centred and learner-centred work. 

Considering the roles of teachers and learners, Learning Oriented 
Assessment aims at enabling learners to: 
• overcome any prior negative experiences of language learning 
• feel part of a community of practice, developing a positive disposition to 

learning 
• in consequence, develop attitudes and dispositions which enable them to 

become good learners. 
The capacity for peer-assessment and self-assessment is important for learn-
ing, as is developing positive, intrinsic motivation to learn. Teachers may also 
have long-standing beliefs and assumptions about teaching, which are dif-
cult but perhaps not impossible to change. Signifcant transfer of responsi-
bility from the teacher to the learner is characteristic of the learning-oriented 
classroom. Teachers may have diferent roles and duties concerning teach-
ing, assessment and reporting, which are difcult to separate out. Training in 
assessment literacy will be of value. 

47 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 What is language learning? 

‘There’s all the diference in the world between having something to say, 
and having to say something.’ 

The School and Society (John Dewey 1915:35) 

In this volume we present Learning Oriented Assessment as a general 
approach to education; but our specifc interest is in languages. It is also 
true that Learning Oriented Assessment is particularly relevant to language 
learning, given that language is both the medium and the goal of learning. 
In essence, language is a special case. It is unique among school subjects in 
the range of knowledge and skills involved in the learning and the number of 
learner attributes it engages in the process. 

4.1 Languages as a special case 
In education languages play several roles: 
• as ‘frst’ languages, which are key to personal growth, and developing 

literacy, afording access to both ‘broad’ and ‘high’ aspects of a society’s 
cultural capital 

• as ‘foreign’ languages, which promote explicit or implicit understanding 
of language as a meaning-making system, and which ofer access to 
culture in the wider world 

• as the language of schooling, which is essential in order to learn 
any school subjects, and any defcit in which will impact on the 
learning achievements of non-native speakers and native speakers 
alike. 

Any intervention in a particular context of language learning should recog-
nise these several aspects of languages across the curriculum. 

Cumming (2009:91) points out that language education serves a wider 
range of societal purposes than does the standard stuf of primary through 
secondary education. Acquiring and demonstrating some prescribed level of 
language ability is now a high-stakes issue for would-be immigrants in many 
regions of the world. More generally it is key to mobility in the international 
workplace and for higher education. 

For the children of immigrants and refugees, a high level of competence in 
the language of education in a given country is a pre-requisite for achieving 
academic success, with all that this implies for their future. Thus for many 
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learners within and outside the standard educational cycle language compe-
tences represent a vital skill to acquire. 

A second distinguishing feature relates precisely to the nature of language 
ability as a skill, or rather, a complex set of skills. Language is unique among 
school subjects in the range of learner attributes – cognitive, psycho-motor 
and afective – which it engages (Coleman 2004). 

Davison and Leung (2009:401) consider that TBA has several advantages 
over external examinations, especially in assessing language, ‘because efec-
tive language development requires not just knowledge but skill and applica-
tion in a wide range of situations and modes of communication’. They liken 
language to other performance-based subjects such as music, art, drama, and 
various vocational subjects. 

Several conclusions follow from this. Ability in languages is not uniquely 
acquired in schools, but also by use in the world outside school. What is 
learned does not necessarily refect what is in the curriculum. Language is 
probably not best taught by attempting to reduce it to an inventory of 
content, even though that is what many educational systems may do, in 
line with the treatment of other school subjects. The concepts associated 
with learning how to learn are nowhere more critical than in languages, and 
nowhere – potentially – more readily acquired. 

4.2 The Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages 

The CEFR for languages is an infuential document published by the Council 
of Europe in 2001, which ofers two things: 
• a presentation of communication as the goal of language learning within 

a multilingual Europe based on intercultural understanding, and of how 
this goal might be achieved within formal language education 

• a descriptive framework of levels of language profciency, enabling all 
languages and contexts of learning to develop a common understanding 
of what it means to master a language at a given level. 

It is probably fair to say that most users of the CEFR are more familiar with 
the descriptive framework, but here we will focus on the discussion of lan-
guage teaching. 

The text of the CEFR betrays its multiple authorship: if  we look in it for 
a view on the nature of language learning we will fnd a range of infuences: 
• the functional/notional approach of Wilkins, also refected in the 

Waystage–Threshold–Vantage series by van Ek and Trim 
• the needs-analysis approach that follows from John Trim’s work on a 

unit-credit system for adult learners 
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• the behavioural scaling descriptive approach of Brian North’s scales 
• the chapter on task-based learning 
• Daniel Coste’s notion of the action-oriented approach. 
Of these it is the action-oriented model which most clearly refects social 
constructivist notions. It is also coherent with the work done by Cambridge 
English to develop constructs for the four skills of listening, speaking, 
reading and writing, based on Weir’s (2005b) socio-cognitive validation 
model. Focusing on cognition, the socio-cognitive model is coherent with 
Coste’s action-oriented approach and it adds substance to the description 
of  the CEFR levels, remedying early criticisms of  the descriptive frame-
work. Corpus-based work within English Profle (Hawkins and Filipović 
2012) has contributed a further, linguistic dimension to the CEFR levels for 
English. 

The action-oriented model for language use and learning is described as 
involving: 

. . . the actions performed by persons who as individuals and as social 
agents develop a range of competences, both general and in particular 
communicative language competences. They draw on the competences 
at their disposal in various contexts under various conditions and con-
straints to engage in language activities involving language processes to 
produce and/or receive texts in relation to themes in specifc domains, 
activating those strategies which seem most appropriate for carrying out 
the tasks to be accomplished. The monitoring of these actions by the 
participants leads to the reinforcement or modifcation of their compe-
tences (Council of Europe 2001:9, emphases in original). 

This paragraph describes a learner’s cognition developing through engage-
ment with communicative tasks that arise in social interaction. It is a 
socio-cognitive model of language use – cognition is manifested in, and 
develops through, social interaction. 

The CEFR’s general competences mentioned in the above paragraph are 
particularly interesting. They comprise: 
• knowledge, i.e. declarative knowledge (savoir) 
• skills and know-how (savoir-faire) 
• existential competence (savoir-etre) 
• ability to learn (savoir apprendre) (Council of Europe 2001). 
These are recognisably social constructivist concepts, and as they answer our 
second question: what is to be learned? we will come back to them in Chapter 
5. 
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4.3 Natural language acquisition 
The most striking fact about languages is that most people acquire their 
frst one at an early age, quickly and in some sense ‘perfectly’. Throughout 
the history of language teaching there have been attempts to teach second 
or foreign languages in the same way, in contrast to the objectifed study of 
grammar characteristic of teaching Latin or Greek in ‘grammar’ schools. 
For the wealthy, going abroad to learn a language, or having a native-speaker 
tutor, were efective options. Modern-day immersion learning programmes 
are comparable, but are feasible only in a few special contexts, such as learn-
ing French in Canada. 

Can such an acquisition-oriented approach work in school? The social 
constructivist model seems to come closer to an acquisition approach in 
stressing the importance of meaning-making through purposeful interac-
tion. Furthermore, technology has made it possible to bring any amount of 
authentic language into the classroom, enabling far more exposure to natural 
language. However, the study of language as a formal system whose rules need 
to be mastered is still generally an intrinsic feature of languages in school. 

This is not a bad thing: within the limitations of formal schooling a wholly 
natural acquisition approach is barely feasible; and there is an argument that 
becoming familiar with grammar is an enabling skill that may pay dividends 
in learning further languages. However, what is missing is a theory of learning 
to relate natural acquisition and formal learning in a systemic way. The view 
of learning which we will develop in this volume will attempt to contribute to 
this (see section 7.4). 

4.4 Second Language Acquisition research 
SLA is a broad, interdisciplinary area of research, encompassing both foreign 
language learning in formal settings and acquisition of a second language in 
an informal setting (the distinction is not strongly marked). This brief  review 
looks at several accounts of how languages are learned, chiefy seeking to add 
further detail to the picture of learning provided by the socio-cognitive model 
which we have adopted. 

4.4.1 Processing accounts 
Input processing is a distinctive strand within SLA associated with VanPatten 
(1996, 2004 (Ed), 2007, 2008). It has generated a rigorous research agenda 
around instructional applications. Input processing is not in itself  a complete 
model of SLA but addresses one aspect of it. 

There is ample evidence that learners do not always pick up elements 
present in oral or written input. The central question of the feld of input 
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processing is: ‘What linguistic data do learners process in the input and what 
constrains or guides that processing?’ Research on these issues has led to the 
formulation of a set of principles intended to explain the driving forces and 
constraints of input processing by learners. By way of illustration, these prin-
ciples include: 
• Defnition of processing: processing refers to making a connection 

between form and meaning/function. According to this principle, 
processing difers from perception or noticing, which do not require 
learners to make a form–meaning connection when encountering a new 
form. So, a learner may notice the infection -ing at the end of verbs but 
not process a form–meaning connection. 

• Primacy of content words: learners process content words in the input 
before anything else. This principle stems from a learner’s fundamental 
need to derive meaning out of input. In the early stages of acquisition 
learners will use the easiest and most efcient strategies to arrive at an 
interpretation, and that means focusing on lexical forms (Clahsen and 
Felser 2006, Gass 2003, Klein 1986, Truscott and Sharwood Smith 
2004). 

• Lexical preference principle: If  grammatical forms express a meaning 
that can also be encoded lexically (e.g. that grammatical marker is 
redundant), then learners will not initially process those grammatical 
forms until they have lexical forms to which they can match them. This 
principle explains the delay seen in learners’ processing and acquiring of 
what might be called redundant grammatical items (e.g. Ellis 1994, Gass 
and Selinker 2008). 

These principles, which confrm the importance of meanings in processing 
input, have been exploited in a pedagogical intervention known as ‘process-
ing instruction’ which in turn has generated a series of empirical studies. 

4.4.2 Complexity theory 
The key concept within complexity theory (CT) and related accounts (e.g. 
chaos theory, dynamic systems theory, emergentism) is that of a complex 
system which involves many interacting elements or parts (Ellis 1998, Gell-
Mann 1992, Larsen-Freeman 1997, Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008, 
O’Grady 2005). This system adapts to new conditions as a result of feed-
back and it is infuenced by its environment because it is ‘open’ to change. 
The system is typically characterised by organised complexity because the 
multiple ‘parts work together to produce a coherent structure from their 
interaction, such as with individual birds coming together to form a fock . . . 
The structure emerges and is not dictated to or embedded in any one part’ 
(Larsen-Freeman 2012:74). 

52 



   

  

 
 

 

What is language learning? 

CT sees language as a complex adaptive system which emerges from the 
interactions of its speakers when communicating with one another (Lee and 
Schumann 2005). The adaptive nature of language as a system means that the 
structures that ultimately emerge are those that ft the cognitive and motor 
capacities of the brain. The emergent form of the language, therefore, refects 
the way it is used, not an innate mental programme (cf. Universal Grammar). 
‘Language itself  is an ephiphenomenon of its speakers’ (Larsen-Freeman 
2012:75). 

This view sees language development not merely ‘as a process of acquiring 
abstract rules, but as the emergence of language abilities in real time’ (Evans 
2007:128). As Larsen-Freeman explains: 

Through encounters with others, a process of co-adaptation takes place, 
in which each interlocutor’s language resources are shaped and reshaped 
through interaction . . . This socially situated view accords with an active 
view of the learner – someone who learns from positive evidence, while 
generating her own negative evidence from her active noticing and explo-
ration of the bounds of the system (2012:76–77). 

Larsen-Freeman (2012) ofers implications for instruction. First, teaching 
is about managing the dynamics of learning, ensuring that the co-adaptation 
that takes place during classroom interactions promotes learning. Although 
teachers do not control learning, since learners carve their own path, teach-
ing is still highly infuential on learning: ‘What a teacher can do is manage 
and serve her or his students’ learning in a way that is consonant with their 
learning processes. Thus, any approach consonant with CT would not be 
curriculum-centered nor learner centered, but it would be learning-centered 
– where the learning guides the teaching and not vice versa’ (Larsen-Freeman 
2012:83). 

Second, we should abandon inauthentic activities like traditional grammar 
drills. Larsen-Freeman advocates ‘grammaring’: 

[grammaring] involves using grammar structures accurately, meaning-
fully, and appropriately. Students learn to do this when they are engaged 
in practice activities that are psychologically authentic, with the condi-
tions of learning aligned with the conditions of use, when they are pro-
vided with appropriately tuned feedback, and when the activities are 
deliberately interactive, not repetitive. In other words, from a CT per-
spective, language learning is seen as a process of meaningfully revisiting 
the same territory again and again, although each visit begins at a difer-
ent starting point (2012:83). 

Finally, CT calls for a more ‘organic’ syllabus that evolves with learners’ 
readiness to learn a particular form. Such a syllabus would ofer learners 
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opportunities to engage in activities designed to encourage the use of particu-
lar forms. Teachers would diagnose the learner’s readiness to learn a particu-
lar form or attend to forms that the learner avoids using. 

All three implications about teaching and learning are consonant with the 
social constructivist approach at the heart of Learning Oriented Assessment. 

4.4.3 Frequency-based accounts 
Frequency-based accounts of language and SLA have their origins in struc-
tural linguistics (Saussure 1916) and the psychology of perception and 
processing (James 1890). Structural linguistics views language as ‘an interme-
diary between thought and sound’ (Saussure 1916:110). Linguistic signs are 
pairings of form and function and linguistic structure emerges from patterns 
of usage. 

Frequency impacts on human perception. Psycholinguistic research has 
shown that language processing is also highly afected by usage frequency at 
all levels of language representation. From a psycholinguistic perspective, 
‘frequency is a key determinant of acquisition because “rules” of language, at 
all levels of analysis, from phonology, through syntax, to discourse are struc-
tural regularities which emerge from learners’ lifetime analysis of the distri-
butional characteristics of the language input’ (Saussure 1916:110). 

Frequency-based SLA approaches, then, conceptualise the problem of 
language learning as a problem of statistical sampling and estimation based 
on language usage. Ellis (2012) discusses implications for language teaching. 
For example, the sample size which L2 learners have to work with is often 
quite limited. Therefore some sort of selection and prioritisation of language 
usage may be desirable. Ellis contends that corpus and cognitive linguistic 
analyses can ofer vital guidance as to which constructions are worthy of 
instruction, their relative frequency and the best examples for instruction 
and assessment. Genre analysis and needs analysis may help to identify con-
structions of most relevance to particular groups of learners; for example, 
by identifying relevant vocabulary for particular genres. Cognitive linguistics 
and psycholinguistics may complement this by providing guidance on how to 
order exemplars of a construction for optimal acquisition. 

Finally, Ellis (2012:205) acknowledges that ‘not everything that we can 
count in language counts in language cognition and acquisition’ nor in the 
use of language in its social context. The associative learning of construc-
tions as form–meaning pairings is ultimately afected by a combination of 
factors pertaining to language, cognition and social context. 
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4.4.4 The interaction of multiple principles in SLA: CASP 
Based on empirical analyses of L2 data from the Cambridge Learner Corpus 
and inspired by work on complex adaptive systems (Gell-Mann 1992, 
Hawkins and Gell-Mann (Eds) 1992, Larsen-Freeman 1997), researchers 
within the English Profle Programme proposed a set of descriptive principles 
of SLA (see Filipović and Hawkins 2013 for the CASP model, Hawkins and 
Buttery 2009, Hawkins and Filipović 2012). These principles aim to account 
for SLA observed patterns and behaviours, such as relative sequencing in 
the acquisition of linguistic properties used by L2 learners, the presence or 
absence of transfer and the interaction and relative strength of SLA factors. 
The principles are concerned with syntactic and semantic phenomena and 
their learning and processing, that is, they are mainly linguistic and psycho-
linguistic in nature. 

Figure 4.1 ofers a graphical presentation of four general principles and 
four specifc subprinciples that follow from them. 

Figure 4.1 CASP general and specifc principles 

The 
communicate 

Minimise imperative Maximise 
effort � Expressive power
� In learning � Communicative efficiency 

� In processing 

Maximise But also: Permit negative
� Positive transfer transfer 
� Frequently occurring � Except when it interferes 

properties with communication 
� Structurally and (Blocking of negative 

semantically simple transfer)
properties 

Altogether they defne possible versus impossible and likely versus less likely 
acquisition stages, and are a frst attempt to predict the relative sequence 
of observed learner data. For example, the general principle to Minimise 
Learning Efort (MiL) can be implemented in several ways: 
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• by transferring directly into the L2 grammatical and lexical properties 
common to L1 and L2, thereby exploiting pre-existing knowledge from 
the L1 (subprinciple 1: Maximise positive transfer) 

• by using properties of the L2 which occur frequently, increasing their 
exposure and with it the ease of learning (subprinciple 2: Maximise 
frequently occurring properties) 

• by preferring structural and semantic properties of the L2 which are 
simple rather than complex (subprinciple 3: Maximise structurally and 
semantically simple properties). 

Additionally, the learning efort can be minimised by permitting negative 
transfer, leading to language errors, unless this interferes with communica-
tion, in which case this option is blocked. 

The CASP principles predict specifc features of language production, 
which can be confrmed in corpus data. They appear to illustrate in compel-
ling fashion the link between learning and satisfying the need to communi-
cate, which is at the heart of the learning-oriented model. 

Conclusion 
Although no particular SLA model or account captures the full range of 
factors and variables that shape SLA, they nonetheless ofer some useful 
insights about how L2 learning works and how this knowledge can support 
and enhance language teaching and assessment. The major themes that 
emerge from this review can be summarised as follows: 
• Language is a complex adaptive system, emerging gradually from usage 

and being shaped and reshaped by L2 learners through interaction with 
other speakers and co-adaptation. 

• Multiple factors impact on L2 learning, from a range of felds of 
study including language, cognition and psychology, social context 
and pedagogy. Most SLA theorists are currently seeking to model the 
interactions among these multiple factors, and defne what drives and 
constrains them. 

• Teaching concerns managing the dynamics of learning and learner 
needs, facilitating the continuous reshaping and co-adaptation of L2 
learner language. The curriculum should be learning oriented, with 
a fexible, ‘organic’ syllabus that evolves with learners’ readiness for 
learning. 

• Selection and ordering of language input and use may be desirable, 
taking into account factors including cognitive demand, frequency, 
appropriacy of examples, relevance and so on. 

• L1 appears to play a signifcant role, aiding or impeding L2 learning. 
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Of the above conclusions, it is the treatment of language as a complex adap-
tive system which seems to align most closely with the social constructivist 
approach of Learning Oriented Assessment, and ofer insight into how L2 
learning takes place successfully in the classroom. 

4.5 In summary 
Languages are a special case in education, because language is the means 
through which all learning is mediated. Problems with mastering the language 
of schooling, including conventions of use in particular academic contexts, 
may be an issue not only for non-native speakers, such as migrant children, 
but also for native speakers. 

Unlike other subjects, language is not uniquely acquired in schools, but 
also by use in the world outside school; what is to be learned cannot be fully 
laid down in a curriculum. 

The CEFR presents an action-oriented approach to learning which is 
essentially social constructivist in nature. It describes a learner’s language 
ability developing through engagement with communicative tasks that arise 
in social interaction. It is a socio-cognitive model of language use – cognition 
is manifested in, and develops through, social interaction. 

We considered the process of ‘natural’ language acquisition through which 
everyone learns their frst language. While this may not be practical for lan-
guage learning in schools, we found that the social constructivist model seems 
to come close to an acquisition approach in the way that it stresses the impor-
tance of meaning-making through purposeful interaction as the driver of 
learning. 

We briefy reviewed the feld of SLA research in the hope of adding further 
detail to our picture of learning provided by the socio-cognitive model. Most 
relevant were the models based on CT, which recognise the dynamic nature of 
learning and model the way that language ability emerges through the efort 
of communicating. 
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5 What is to be learned? 

‘The goal of education is to enable individuals to continue their 
education.’ 

Democracy and Education (John Dewey 1916:100) 

This chapter discusses three aspects to this question: 
• the socially desired outcomes of learning 
• the socio-cognitive construct of language profciency (the skills to be 

acquired) 
• the setting of curricular objectives (the content of  learning). 
The following sections address each of these aspects. 

5.1 The desired outcomes of learning 
The fundamental question at the heart of teaching and assessment is: what are 
the outcomes of learning which we wish to see? In the case of language learn-
ing there is a general consensus that the main objective should be to achieve 
a useful communicative competence in one or more languages. However, in 
a social constructivist view that objective is best achieved and maintained 
through life as part of a transformation of the learner’s dispositions, attitudes 
and practical learning skills. A very positive outcome of learning would thus 
be that students acquire the valuable dispositions and life skills that enable 
them to continue learning throughout life. Whether or not this outcome can 
or should be made an explicit curricular objective is a diferent question; one 
to return to later in this volume. 

The issue is that in a social constructivist approach learning and personal 
development seem to merge into one and the same process: these valuable 
auxiliary skills emerge from personal development, rather than explicit teach-
ing. Languages are the clearest illustration of this. As successful language 
learners understand, each language learned to a good level adds a new dimen-
sion to their view of themselves and how they relate to and act in the world. 

High-level statements of curricular objectives tend to frame goals in the 
most idealistic, humanistic terms. For example, the UK National Curriculum 
handbook states that: 

. . . the school curriculum should develop enjoyment of, and commit-
ment to, learning . . . It should build on pupils’ strengths, interests and 
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experience and develop their confdence in their capacity to learn and 
work independently and collaboratively . . . pass on enduring values, 
develop pupils’ integrity and autonomy and help them to be responsible 
and caring citizens capable of contributing to the development of a just 
society . . . (Department for Education and Employment/Qualifcations 
and Curriculum Authority 1999:11). 

Citing this statement, Harlen (2009:250) points to ‘a strange contrast’ 
between such rhetoric and what is actually assessed by tests. Perhaps this is 
slightly unfair, as important outcomes of learning may well not be directly 
measurable by tests, even though their indirect impact may be demonstrable 
and open to evaluation. Nonetheless, the contrast between the above ideals 
and the focus of most exam preparation is indeed striking. 

James and Brown, writing from an ARG perspective, identify the follow-
ing categories of learning outcome: 
1. Attainment: often school curriculum based or measures of basic 

competence in the workplace. 
2. Understanding: of ideas, concepts, processes. 
3. Cognitive and creative: imaginative construction of meaning, arts or 

performance. 
4. Using: how to practise, manipulate, behave, engage in processes or 

systems. 
5. Higher-order learning: advanced thinking, reasoning, metacognition. 
6. Dispositions: attitudes, perceptions, motivations. 
7. Membership, inclusion, self-worth: afnity towards or readiness to 

contribute to the group where learning takes place (James and Brown 
2005:10–11, cited in Daugherty, Black, Ecclestone, James and Newton 
2008). 

We see that only the frst two of these objectives deal squarely with the 
content of  learning. The remaining fve are about independent creative activ-
ity, metacognition and attitudes, which are outcomes we might all relate to 
personal development. These categories suggest that successful learning 
is as much about becoming a better learner as it is about mastering specifc 
content. 

5.1.1 The CEFR’s model of learning 
Section 4.2 introduced the CEFR’s action-oriented approach, which identi-
fes both general competences and specifc communicative language compe-
tences. It is particularly instructive to review how the general competences are 
defned (section 2.1.1 in Council of Europe 2001). We have presented them in 
that section, and repeat them here in a little more detail: 
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• knowledge, i.e. declarative knowledge (savoir): all human communication 
depends on a shared knowledge of the world 

• skills and know-how (savoir-faire): these depend more on the ability to 
carry out procedures than on declarative knowledge 

• existential competence (savoir-etre): the individual characteristics, 
personality traits and attitudes which concern self-image, one’s view of 
others and willingness to engage with other people in social interaction 

• ability to learn (savoir apprendre): mobilises existential competence, 
declarative knowledge and skills, and draws on various types of 
competence. It may also be conceived as ‘knowing how, or being 
disposed, to discover “otherness” – whether the other is another 
language, another culture, other people or new areas of knowledge’ 
(Council of Europe 2001:12). 

The CEFR stresses that whilst the notion of ability to learn is of general 
application, it is particularly relevant to language learning; also ability to 
learn mobilises a range of other skills, such that ‘attitudes and personality 
factors greatly afect not only the language users’/learners’ roles in commu-
nicative acts but also their ability to learn’ (Council of Europe 2001:106). 

The Council of Europe Languages Policy Division, who gave us the 
CEFR, have a long-standing programme to instil the concept of intercultural 
competence in European education, with the goal of bringing up a Europe 
of tolerant and understanding citizens. They have expressed disappointment 
at the use of the CEFR in this respect, pointing to an ‘obvious imbalance 
in implementation of the CEFR’s provisions’ which ‘chiefy afects plurilin-
gual and intercultural education, although this is one of the CEFR’s main 
emphases’ (Council of Europe 2010:5). Interestingly, the Council of Europe 
treats intercultural competence as something distinct from language educa-
tion: they state that ‘attitudes and behaviour, knowledge and skills relevant in 
intercultural contexts are not acquired as a side efect of developing language 
competences’ (Council of Europe 2002, emphasis added). Jones (2016) coun-
ters that the Learning Oriented Assessment classroom fosters all the essen-
tial skills, dispositions and attitudes necessary to develop such competence. 
Surely, one outcome of becoming a good language learner is to develop an 
afnity with the culture where the language is spoken – that would certainly 
be the social constructivist viewpoint. 

5.1.2 Learning and personal development 
The above discussion leads us to see the important learning outcomes as less 
about mastery of content, more about changing the person and imparting 
new life skills: becoming a lifelong learner, a member of a learning com-
munity and a member of a broad society. In this view, positive dispositions, 
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attitudes and images of self  are at the centre, so that learning and personal 
development seem to merge into one and the same process. 

Bereiter and Scardamalia (no date) endorse the view of learning as per-
sonal development in a critical appraisal of the constructs of what are called 
higher-order or 21st century skills, such as learning to learn, critical thinking, 
communication skills, or creativity. On critical thinking they state: 

For good or ill, meeting the 21st century’s need for good thinkers is 
being treated by education systems around the world as a skill-learning 
problem rather than a human development problem . . . Although in 
the present climate it is heretical to suggest it, schools might be better 
of dropping thinking skills objectives altogether and turning instead to 
the time-honored goal of helping students develop as thinking persons 
(Bereiter and Scardamalia no date:17, 19). 

We must clarify our use in this volume of the term ‘skills’, because the term is 
used very diferently in frst language and second language contexts. 

In the context of L2 learning the term is used to identify competences 
which have value in society. It collocates easily with adjectives like ‘practical’, 
‘social’ or ‘professional’. The competences identifed above in the CEFR’s 
action-oriented model of learning might equally be described as skills. We 
commonly refer to speaking, writing, reading and listening as ‘the four skills’. 
As illustrated in more detail in section 5.2, the models of language compe-
tence used in Cambridge English assessments refect our best understanding 
of how language competence develops through social interaction to serve 
social purposes ‒ the socio-cognitive model. The social constructivist learn-
ing paradigm adopted in this volume places social interaction at the heart of 
learning. In the second language context ‘skills’ are understood as the higher-
order, emergent outcomes of learning. 

This is very diferent from how the term is used in frst language teaching. 
Thus Ivanič (2004) ofers a framework of ‘discourses’ on teaching L1 liter-
acy, ordered from a focus on the written text up to a focus on purpose-driven 
communication. Here ‘skills’ fgure as the lowest level, refecting a ‘belief  that 
writing consists of applying knowledge of a set of linguistic patterns and 
rules for sound-symbol relationships and sentence construction’. Above it 
come creativity, process, genre, social practices, and sociopolitical discourse. 
Ivanič places the terms ‘purposeful communication’ and ‘higher-order com-
municative language teaching’ at level 5, social practices. 

The reason for this diference is obvious: in L1 for most pupils the lan-
guage as a system is already efectively mastered, so that all discourses are 
potentially available, and to focus on the low-level mechanics of written text 
is to ignore or assume all the higher-level ones. Thus ‘skills’ refer to the basic 
understanding of sound–symbol relationships etc. upon which higher levels 
are based. 
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Bereiter and Scardamalia (no date) criticise the concept of ‘21st-century 
skills’ precisely because using the term skills encourages a view of these as 
lower-level mechanical competences that can be formally trained, implying 
a reductionist approach to teaching them. Far better, they insist, to speak of 
personal development. This is coherent with the presentation of emergence in 
section 3.3.5, which treats communicative language profciency as a higher-
order skill. 

5.2 The nature of language profciency: Construct 
defnition 

Before we can teach ‘language profciency’, or test it, or justify its importance 
to society, we must agree on what we mean by it. That is, we must defne a spe-
cifc construct: a theory or model of what knowing a language entails. 

In the case of languages the CEFR’s socio-cognitive model of language 
use and learning, introduced in section 4.2, provides a good starting point. 
The paragraph cited there describes a learner’s cognitive apparatus (general 
knowledge, language competences, strategies), developing through engage-
ment with communicative tasks that arise in social interaction. 

Construct defnition is a critically important process in which curriculum 
planners, teachers and assessment professionals ought to seek explicit agree-
ment. To that list of stakeholders we should add society at large, because the 
purpose of education is to develop skills which will be useful and valued in 
society. Without such agreement it is quite possible that curriculum planners, 
teachers and testers will difer in their practice, and what is taught may not 
be the same as what is tested, or what is going to be valued in society, for 
example, in the workplace. 

This seems too obvious to need stating, and yet research has indicated that 
weak construct defnition is a common source of problems, so that in a range 
of contexts ‘a diverse array of expertise, interest groups and government 
agencies dabble in the specifcation and assessment of learning outcomes, 
thus contributing to incoherence and exacerbating the alignment/congruence 
problem’ (Daugherty et al 2008:247). The ‘alignment/congruence problem’ 
referred to concerns the alignment of teaching, assessment and social expec-
tations to a shared conception of what a given school subject actually entails. 
The Study on Comparability of Language Testing in Europe, undertaken 
by Cambridge English for the European Commission in 2015, specifcally 
addressed such issues. The European Parliament had suggested that exist-
ing national language tests might be used in place of expensive international 
surveys as a basis for evaluating learning outcomes. The results of the study 
(European Commission 2015) certainly revealed the problem of comparabil-
ity when there is no consensus on construct defnition or on other determin-
ing features of tests. 
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Where assessments are developed in a particular context then all stakehold-
ers ideally should be involved in the process of construct defnition. However, 
in the case of international exams like those provided by Cambridge English, 
construct defnition falls within the domain of the assessment specialists: 
adopting the exams involves adopting the constructs of language profciency 
which the exams implement. 

In this case it is important that users of the exams understand and appre-
ciate the constructs, and are ready to make whatever changes are necessary 
to learning materials and to teaching practice in order to prepare students 
for the exams. Thus if  the exam is well chosen it will have positive washback 
on classroom teaching and learning; if  the exam is a bad one the opposite 
will happen. The importance of construct defnition in models of washback 
and impact is discussed by Green (2007), Hawkey (2006) and Saville (2009). 
The model of Learning Oriented Assessment presented in this volume seeks 
coherence between external exams and classroom teaching with the aim of 
achieving better learning outcomes. 

Defning constructs to support the development of appropriate test tasks 
over a wide range of profciency levels requires a lot of detail – considerably 
more, for example, than is provided by the CEFR, whose Can Do scales are 
essentially illustrative descriptions. This is particularly so in respect of models 
of cognition (Weir 2005a). Figure 5.1 ofers a concrete example of construct 
defnition, in the form of a model for reading. 

At the centre of Figure 5.1 is the cognitive processing core, which begins 
with the low-level process of word recognition and works up to the highest 
level of comprehension. This cognitive processing calls on knowledge – of 
lexicon, syntax, the world, and conventions of writing. The reader also has 
a choice of strategies which determine how a particular reading task might 
best be addressed. On the assumption that for most readers learning consti-
tutes a progression from lower to higher processes, the fgure illustrates how 
tasks appropriate to a given level of reading ability might be specifed and 
constructed. 

This model is based on relevant theory, and supported by corpora of 
observed performance data. It is descriptive of how we believe cognition 
engages with reading, not prescriptive of how we believe it ought to. It is not 
a construct in the sense of a model arbitrarily constructed, but it is explicit 
about the posited cognitive processes, strategies and knowledge, and thus 
provides a good basis for setting item writers to work to construct test items 
which will be appropriate to a particular level of reading skill, the validity of 
which can later be defended. Figure 5.1 demonstrates how test tasks can be 
placed on a profciency scale, enabling learners’ performance on the tasks to 
be interpreted in relation to that scale. 

Four volumes in the Studies in Language Testing series (SiLT) ofer 
detailed analyses of the skills constructs as defned in Cambridge English 
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 Figure 5.1 Illustration of a construct (Khalifa and Weir 2009:43) 
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exams over a range of CEFR levels: Shaw and Weir (2007) for writing, 
Khalifa and Weir (2009) for reading, Taylor (Ed) (2011) for speaking and 
Geranpayeh and Taylor (Eds) (2013) for listening. Organised around Weir’s 
validity model, these volumes set out to supply the useful level of detail which 
the descriptor scales of the CEFR itself  do not. 

In focusing language education on communicative language profciency 
the concern is to ensure that the skills learned can be put to good use in 
society. That does not mean, of course, viewing communication in narrow 
utilitarian, instrumental or phrasebook terms, although there may have 
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been a period, in the UK at least, where the novel concept of communicative 
language learning perhaps tended to be interpreted in just this way. Those 
involved in tertiary-level programmes still blame secondary education for 
‘dumbing down’ language study. 

As a social constructivist perspective confrms, communication is at 
the heart of the human condition, in the here-and-now and over time: 
Shakespeare continues to communicate with us across four centuries, and the 
generation of learners growing up in the age of social media are fnding new 
but still language-mediated ways of communicating and sharing their experi-
ence of the world. The natural desire to communicate is a powerful force for 
learning if  it can only be harnessed. 

5.3 The content of learning: Curricular 
objectives 

As stated above, curricular objectives and classroom practice must align with 
external assessment, and this means they must share a common understand-
ing of the constructs that will be tested. Constructs defne skills or compe-
tences – the higher-order outcomes of learning (see section 3.5). Curricula 
should identify these higher-order outcomes, but in practice will contain 
much more detail about the inputs to learning rather than the intended out-
comes. They concern the content of  learning, and how this is to be presented 
and sequenced over the course. They defne what teachers have to do in order 
to bring about the desired higher-order outcomes, perhaps down to the level 
of the individual lesson. 

There are of course a number of standard ways in which a curriculum can 
be organised: based on grammar, lexical frequency, communicative tasks, 
or a combination of these. Whatever the principle, there are several possible 
criteria for sequencing units of learning. One might start from what is most 
immediately useful, has greatest coverage, is easiest, simplest, most frequently 
encountered, the most appropriate to an age group, or to the specifc needs of 
a group, and so on. Progression may be defned for general or for very specifc 
learning contexts. 

In a natural acquisition context, of course, there is no organised sequence, 
and yet learning still happens perfectly well. Organisation in a formally-
defned curriculum is as much a logistical necessity as a question of optimis-
ing learning. Yet given that formal learning requires organisation it is still 
worth looking for help in identifying sequences which are somehow more 
efective than others. 

For languages a number of tools are now available to curriculum designers, 
including the CEFR itself, and the range of resources which have grown up 
around it. Thus the descriptor scales of the CEFR help to identify expected 
progressions, for example in the qualitative aspects of spoken language: 
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range, accuracy, fuency, interaction and coherence, as outlined in Table 3 of 
the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001:28–29). 

English Profle (www.englishprofle.org) has provided vocabulary and 
grammar profles identifying the empirical sequences in which particular 
lexical or grammatical features are found to occur, given the evidence from 
very large learner corpora. A fairly reasonable assumption is that a curric-
ulum which takes note of these is more likely to work well than one which 
ignores them. Such aids may help us to identify when a learner is ready to 
learn some feature, and are presented in explicit terms in documents such 
as the European Language Portfolio, which invite learners to exercise their 
metacognition in rating their own progress. 

Approaches to organisation and sequencing will place more or less 
emphasis on the formal systems which they reference, and thus on the rela-
tive roles of cognition and metacognition in learning. Ideally we should think 
of two parallel outcomes to working with curricular objectives: a learning 
outcome, involving objective, metacognitive understanding, and an acquisi-
tion outcome, involving the cognitive development of higher-order commu-
nicative skills. Although a learning outcome may concern a single element 
of grammar or vocabulary, an acquisition outcome almost certainly involves 
assimilating a cluster of elements of grammar, vocabulary and other language 
that together lead to the mastery of higher-order communication skills. The 
nature of this longitudinal process of internalised acquisition of structures is 
most probably not linear or fully predictable, so that procedures for assessing 
the two kinds of outcome, and conceptions of mastery, necessarily difer. 

5.4 In summary 
This chapter has focused on the organisation of language learning within 
formal education, and discussed three aspects of the question: what is to be 
learned? 
• the socially desired outcomes of learning 
• the socio-cognitive construct of language profciency (the skills to be 

acquired) 
• the setting of curricular objectives (the content of  learning). 
The desired outcome of language study is, of course, that students learn to 
communicate in the language and have beneft of that. However, the social 
constructivist view makes us aware that achieving this outcome may be predi-
cated on a prior outcome: a transformation of the learner’s dispositions, atti-
tudes and practical learning skills. 

We are talking about bringing out the person, which is ‘education’ in the 
most literal meaning of the word – the ‘time-honored goal of helping students 
develop as thinking persons’, as Bereiter and Scardamalia (no date) state. 
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We saw that the term ‘skills’ is used quite diferently in frst language and 
second language contexts: for frst language ‘skills’ are entry-level mechani-
cal operations, such as spelling. For second language, the term relates to the 
socially valued higher-order competences that emerge as the result of success-
ful learning. 

The second aspect of the question ‘what is to be learned?’ concerns the 
constructs which defne or describe language skills. Construct defnitions 
should unite curricula, teaching, testing and society at large, so that the pur-
poses of language education are shared and coherently pursued. Assessment 
boards might well be the best guardians of the construct, if  they have the 
specifc expertise to turn construct models into valid test tasks, and interpret 
performance on these in terms of levels of expertise, such as the CEFR levels. 

Finally, we considered the relationship between higher-order communica-
tive language skills and the objectives of learning as captured in curricular 
objectives. The notion of emergence allows us to understand that mastery of 
curricular objectives does not translate simply into communicative language 
profciency; but we acknowledge that both are important. 
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6 The role of large-scale 
assessment in learning 

‘Were all instructors to realize that the quality of mental process, not the 
production of correct answers, is the measure of educative growth some-
thing hardly less than a revolution in teaching would be worked.’ 

Democracy and Education (John Dewey 1916:183) 

This chapter focuses on large-scale assessment as practised by examination 
bodies such as Cambridge English. The two key qualities of an assessment 
‒ validity and reliability ‒ are introduced, and related to the specifc require-
ment of Learning Oriented Assessment ‒ that is, to promote better learning 
outcomes. 

Clearly, success in learning relates to achieving the higher-order outcomes 
of learning identifed in Chapter 5. A fnal school-leaving assessment must 
focus above all on that. But learning is a process as much as an outcome, and 
continuous, ongoing evaluation is part of that process: a shared responsibil-
ity of both teachers and learners. This is the essence of Learning Oriented 
Assessment as conducted in the classroom. 

We have depicted these two levels of assessment as separate dimensions: 
one focused on measuring and interpreting learning gains, and the second 
focused on making learning happen for each student in the classroom. In this 
chapter we begin to bring these two dimensions together. Despite their dif-
ferences they nonetheless share the same basic process: they are centred on 
tasks, which produce language activity, in conditions enabling observation, 
and learning. These conditions include an appropriate level of challenge, com-
prehensible input, and scafolding which makes the task accessible. Feedback is 
generated, enabling performance to be evaluated. 

This basic activity is adapted to particular purposes. Large-scale assess-
ment requires more standardised control of contextual conditions, and for-
malised procedures for scoring performance. The feedback provided is more 
standardised and backward looking. In the classroom, on the other hand, 
feedback is immediate, forward looking, and more individualised. 

These two dimensions of assessment produce diferent kinds of evidence, 
complementary to each other but both contributing to the dual purposes of 
assessment as defned here: to produce better learning outcomes, as well as 
better measurement and interpretation of those outcomes. 

This chapter presents large-scale language testing as practised by 
Cambridge English. Chapter 7 will then consider classroom-based 
learning-oriented assessment. 
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The role of large-scale assessment in learning 

Chapter 1 provided a frst sketch of the systemic approach which is devel-
oped in this text, and explained why it is necessary to reject the now outdated 
dichotomy implied by the terms summative and formative. This clears the way 
to locating assessment within a coherent system, defning useful goals, pro-
viding evidence of progress towards their achievement, and accrediting out-
comes in ways which make clear exactly what has been achieved, and which 
have wide currency. 

Learning Oriented Assessment encompasses this wider, integrated system. 
In this chapter we will consider the requirements of large-scale assessments 
that ensure their validity and usefulness. There is a certain amount of tech-
nical exposition in this chapter, but the quality of assessment is not solely a 
technical matter; as Broadfoot and Black (2004:8) state: ‘educational assess-
ment must be understood as a social practice, an art as much as a science, a 
humanistic project with all the challenges this implies.’ 

6.1 Profciency testing: The importance of 
criterion reference 

Our focus is on testing language profciency, rather than achievement. We 
wish frstly to identify where students are in their learning, on a path from 
beginner to advanced, and secondly to describe what it means to be there. 
Those two stages are critically important. The frst concerns measurement, 
locating learners on a scale with a degree of accuracy; and the second con-
cerns interpretation, which requires that we measure the right things, and 
that we have an understanding of what it means to be at a certain point on 
the scale (construct defnition, as illustrated in section 5.2). Achievement tests 
relate more to prescribing a specifc set of learning objectives – a syllabus or 
a course ‒ and determining how learners have progressed in relation to these. 

The profciency/achievement distinction parallels the distinction between 
treating language as a skill or as a body of knowledge. Evaluating learn-
ing in relation to desired, real-world outcomes is called criterion reference. 
Evaluating learning by how learners rank in relation to each other – better or 
worse – is called norm reference. 

In educational testing the profciency and achievement aspects inevita-
bly overlap to an extent; however, the distinction remains an important one, 
because ideally profciency testing should help to maintain the focus on learn-
ing’s higher-order objectives (communicative language profciency) rather 
than an arbitrary list of curriculum content. Yet much depends on how pro-
fciency is actually defned and measured, that is, the approaches to construct 
defnition and to test design. 

It seems common sense that we should focus on the useful outcomes of 
learning – that is, take a criterion-referenced approach to interpretation. 
However, education systems frequently fail to do so. Asset Languages, 
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presented more fully in section 9.3, was a major educational project under-
taken by Cambridge English which illustrates the tensions between prof-
ciency and achievement testing in an English educational context, and the 
problems to be addressed in seeking a new, ecologically sound engagement 
with institutional language education. 

6.2 Scale construction 
Valid measurement begins with the construction of a common scale to which 
every individual test result can subsequently be linked. A candidate’s pro-
fciency, as found by their location on the scale, can be meaningfully inter-
preted, thanks to the way the test tasks have been developed to implement 
the language profciency construct. A key aim for large-scale assessment is 
to standardise judgements or measures so that they remain the same across 
exam sessions. Subjective judgements are involved in marking the perfor-
mance skills of writing or speaking (see section 6.5). Where measurement is 
based on candidates’ objective scores, as is the case with tests of reading or 
listening, standardisation requires a statistical approach, which is the subject 
of this section. 

The term ‘scale’ might be used for any kind of description of a progres-
sion from less to more: quantitative, qualitative, or a combination of both. 
Clearly, the most useful scales are those that combine efectively the quanti-
tative and qualitative: accurate measurement and meaningful interpretation. 
This should be the major goal of scale construction. We will introduce the 
Rasch model, a statistical model based on Item Response Theory (IRT), also 
referred to as Latent Trait Theory (LTT). It is the scaling model used opera-
tionally by Cambridge. Scale construction is based on data – primarily, the 
responses of candidates to test tasks. It applies to objectively marked tests, 
which primarily means tests of listening and reading. The presentation below 
is adapted from Jones (2014). 

Let us frst consider the conception of measurement which IRT embod-
ies. The metaphor of ‘measurement’ suggests that language profciency can 
be measured just like physical attributes such as weight, length or tempera-
ture. But with mental constructs like ‘language profciency’ things are not that 
simple. Objective measurement requires us to reduce the complex diferences 
between people to points on a scale, defning a trait on which learners may 
rank lower or higher. A useful trait identifes a pattern in data which is strong 
enough to stand out from the individual variation. We also need a good quali-
tative or theoretical grasp of what we wish to measure in order to validate the 
quantitative fndings. 

The metaphor of measurement is not to be taken too literally. It suggests 
that language profciency is something real in a person’s head which can be 
quantifed, like their height or weight, a view which does not ft with our 
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current socio-cultural understanding of human abilities. Secondly, it implies 
that language profciency, like temperature, has a unique meaning, as if  a 
single language test could measure all learners in all contexts. However, every 
context of learning must be treated on its own terms. In other words, unlike 
temperature or length, measurement of language ability must begin with con-
struct defnition: what do we mean by language ability in the specifc context 
for which the test is developed? 

All approaches to testing which involve ranking learners by their score 
count as trait based: this is the familiar norm in school examinations and 
similar assessments. The major problem is with assessments that do not use 
an appropriate psychometric approach to measurement, so that the results 
are difcult to interpret meaningfully. The following section outlines the 
concepts underlying IRT and how they are put to work in an item banking 
approach to assessment. 

6.3 Item Response Theory 
First let us consider the shortcomings of ‘classical’ test statistics, which are 
the ones we are all familiar with from school: they include facility, the mean 
score on a test, the pass mark, and the pass rate. These are easy enough to 
understand: as more people score more than the pass mark, so more of them 
will pass the test. But these statistics have no unique meaning because they 
are all defned relative to each other: for example, if  a group of learners scores 
badly in a test is this because the learners are less able, or the test is more 
difcult? That is not a question that can be answered neatly within classical 
test theory. To solve the problem it is necessary to think rather of the factors 
which underlie the scores we observe: the ability of  test takers, the difculty of 
test items and the standard which is applied. These are the absolute, meaning-
ful values that we are really interested in: for example, a standard can be set in 
terms of a CEFR level, which can be given a specifc interpretation. 

IRT allows us to estimate and work with these absolute, meaningful values. 
Cambridge uses the Rasch model, which belongs to a class of models within 
IRT (Bond and Fox 2001, Hambleton, Swaminathan and Rogers 1991, 
Wright and Stone 1979). It exploits the fact that the probability of  a learner 
responding correctly to an item depends on the diference between the item’s 
difculty and the learner’s ability on a profciency scale. The relation defned 
by the model is quite intuitive: when the person is relatively higher on the scale 
than the item she is more likely than not to get it right, and when she is rela-
tively lower she is more likely to get it wrong. 

Constructing a scale starts from test data – the correct and incorrect 
responses given by a group of people to a group of items. This implies a 
pretesting stage in development. Clearly, the higher the total score of each 
person, the higher their ability, and the higher the total score on each item, the 
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lower its difculty. That provides enough information to estimate the proba-
bilities of  any person responding to any item, and from this, the most likely 
values for all the abilities and difculties, something that dedicated statistical 
software can do. 

Finding the difculty of test items is called calibration, and it is vital that 
all items in the bank are calibrated to the same scale. This is done by setting an 
arbitrary point on the scale at the beginning of scale construction and ensur-
ing that every subsequent data set can be linked to it, by including some items 
which have already been calibrated. This is called anchoring. 

In thinking about measurement scales it is important to keep separate 
in our minds the measure, and the thing measured, which refects cognitive 
attributes of the learner, as elicited by content attributes of the tasks. Of 
course, our focus in testing is on the learners, but the test tasks constitute the 
lens through which we must view them. 

As ‘profciency’ is defned in terms of a measure, and interpretations of 
the measure, it therefore does not exist until someone measures it. We must 
distinguish this concept from terms identifying various kinds of ability or 
competence which are used in defning the construct of what is tested (such 
as ‘grammatical’, ‘sociolinguistic’ or ‘strategic’ competence). These describe 
properties of learners which are posited to exist in greater or lesser amounts, 
whether they are measured or not. 

The argument for the validity of profciency measures eventually comes 
back to our theoretical model of cognition – the construct, as illustrated 
in section 5.2 ‒ and the interactions with test tasks that we predict we will 
observe, given the features designed into them (that is, we can state why we 
expect items to be harder or easier). To the extent that test performance 
empirically confrms these predictions then our claim for the validity of the 
test is strengthened. 

6.4 Item banking 
Item banking is a methodology for constructing tests and interpreting test 
outcomes using an IRT model. Its great value is that it creates an interpretive 
framework that encompasses exams at diferent levels, over diferent exam 
administrations and test versions, making it possible to generate tests with 
very similar measurement characteristics and to grade them to constant 
standards. Figure 6.1 gives a schematic view of item banking as a methodol-
ogy for test construction. 

Figure 6.1 shows on the left an item bank containing tasks ready for use in 
a test. The difculty of the items in each task is known, that is, they have been 
calibrated. The data to calibrate these tasks has come from some form of pre-
testing, and they have been calibrated to a single scale by using anchor tests, 
administered to pretest candidates together with the pretests themselves. 
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Figure 6.1 Item banking approach to scale construction and use (adapted from 
Jones and Saville 2007) 
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With the item bank stocked, tests are assembled by selecting tasks of 
appropriate difculty for the target levels. Candidates’ scores on tests locate 
them on the measurement scale according to their ability. Figure 6.1 shows 
tests at three levels, and three candidates. Although they might all have the 
same score – say, 70% – we know that 70% on the easiest test indicates a lower 
ability than 70% on the hardest test: knowing the item difculties enables us 
to locate the candidates precisely on the measurement scale. 

Finally, the standards are applied. These are fxed points on the scale which 
can be directly applied to establish each candidate’s grade. Even if test ver-
sions difer slightly in difculty, the standard can be held constant. Modifying 
the standard will impact all future tests in the same way. 

Figure 6.1 thus illustrates the power of a fully functional item banking 
system. In such a system ad hoc standard setting is neither necessary nor pos-
sible. The great beneft of an item banking approach is not simply that it facil-
itates the construction of a stable measurement scale, but that in consequence 
it facilitates the construction of meanings which explain what it is that the 
scale measures. 

Firstly, the items in the bank provide a concrete, detailed description of 
progression in terms of test content. Secondly, the fact that standards can be 
precisely maintained from session to session and from level to level facilitates 
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doing the research to develop stable interpretations of learners’ performance 
in the world beyond the test – for example in Can Do statements such as those 
used in the descriptive scales of the CEFR. 

Thirdly, standards may be described in linguistic terms. English Profle 
(www.englishprofle.org) is a large-scale study which has produced a linguis-
tic description of CEFR levels, identifying salient features of each level based 
on an extensive corpus of learner performance data (Hawkins and Filipović 
2012). All such developments exploit and contribute to the meanings embod-
ied in the measurement scale. 

6.5 Performance assessment 
The above description of how reading and listening are objectively tested 
using IRT shows it to be a technical and somewhat specialised approach to 
standardisation. However, the approach taken by large-scale assessment 
towards the performance skills of speaking and writing (at least in the prac-
tice of Cambridge English) is more recognisable as a standardised version of 
activities that also take place in the classroom. Standardisation relates both 
to judgements of performance and to the nature of the performances them-
selves. Judgements are standardised by basing them on criterion-referenced 
exemplars, and by rating schemes which refect as explicitly as possible the 
construct of speaking or writing at the targeted level. Performance tends to be 
standardised through adherence to closely specifed tasks, with the intention 
of making judgements more reliable; something which may be criticised from 
a social constructivist perspective (Leung and Lewkowicz 2006). Training 
and monitoring of raters is an essential aspect of ensuring validity and relia-
bility, and the statistical apparatus of IRT can also be applied to standardis-
ing raters’ performance by transparently compensating for the diferences in 
severity which always exist. 

The scales developed to support standardised subjective judgements 
of writing or speaking are essentially descriptive. There are two basic 
approaches: an analytic approach where diferent features are identifed and 
separately judged (e.g. Range, Accuracy, Fluency, Interaction or Coherence); 
and a synthetic approach in which a single best-ft judgement is made, perhaps 
based on the same kinds of criteria. 

In the classroom or the real world the impression of a learner’s overall 
profciency level is undoubtedly based primarily on the performance skills 
‒ precisely because they are directly apprehended productive skills – rather 
than the indirectly apprehended receptive skills of reading and listening. This 
suggests that the performance skills are a more relevant, practical and mean-
ingful target for aligning judgements of level across classroom and large-scale 
assessments, something to which we will return later. 
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6.6 Validity and reliability of large-scale 
assessment 

Validity is the key quality of an assessment system, and for Learning Oriented 
Assessment it must refer to both large-scale and classroom assessment, and to 
its fundamental purpose of producing better learning. 

Various terms are used to describe the required properties of large-
scale assessment. For example, Cambridge English identifes fve concepts: 
Validity, Reliability, Impact, Practicality and Quality, where the last of these 
relates to the policies, processes and procedures put in place to ensure that the 
frst four qualities can be achieved on a regular basis and to a high standard 
(Cambridge English 2013). Such process-oriented schemes refect a change: 
from focusing on validity, seen as an innate property of a test, to validation, 
seen as the practical set of steps test providers can take to develop tests and 
defend their use for particular purposes. 

However, validity and reliability remain two basic indices of assessment 
quality, and it is their reconceptualisation that is demanded by those who wish 
to do justice to the unique features of classroom assessment (e.g. Brookhart 
2003, Moss 2003). 

The notion of validity has evolved over the years, and current treatments 
have moved on signifcantly from the simple requirement to demonstrate that 
a test measures what it purports to measure. The modern understanding is 
refected in Messick’s (1989) defnition of validity as ‘an overall evaluative 
judgment of the degree to which evidence and theoretical rationales support 
the adequacy and appropriateness of interpretations and actions based on 
test scores’. This notion ‒ that the validity of an assessment lies in how it is 
used, rather than in its intrinsic properties – represents an extension of (rather 
than an alternative to) the simple defnition: a test cannot be used to positive 
efect if  it is not in the frst place well constructed and appropriate to the use 
in question. 

Leung and Lewkowicz (2006:223) acknowledge that ‘the expanded notion 
of validity . . . highlights the social value implications of test score interpreta-
tions and the social consequences of using test scores in education and other 
social contexts’. Rea-Dickens (2007:512) states further that: 

The traditional positivist position on language testing with the tendency 
to map the standard psychometric criteria of reliability and validity onto 
the classroom assessment procedures has been called into question, and 
the scope of validity has been signifcantly broadened and taken further 
by a number of researchers. 

Thus this heterogeneous and socially oriented conception of validity would 
appear on the face of it to be potentially applicable to the specifc context of 
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CBA, and sensitive enough to the requirement that all levels of assessment 
impact positively on learning. 

The problem lies more in how validity is seen to relate to the second 
concept: reliability. Harlen (2005:247) asserts that ‘it is well recognized that 
the concepts of reliability and validity are not independent of each other in 
practice. The relationship is usually expressed in a way that makes reliability 
the prior requirement.’ 

Reliability in assessment means something rather diferent to its everyday 
use, where it is commonly synonymous with ‘trustworthy’ or ‘accurate’. As 
Feldt and Brennan (1989:106) point out, ‘in everyday conversation, “relia-
bility” refers to a concept much closer to the measurement concept of valid-
ity’, that is, it implies that a test gives a ‘correct’ result. However, reliability in 
testing has the narrower meaning of ‘consistent’, in that a test should produce 
the same result on repeated use, and would rank-order a group of test takers 
in the same way. But this does not exclude the possibility that what it meas-
ures might be quite diferent to what it claims to measure, or what we would 
wish to measure. 

It is true that validity and reliability have frequently been viewed as in 
confict. Thus Spolsky (1995:5) identifes ‘two major ideologies’ underlying 
testing: a traditional British style relying typically on essays, and an American 
style relying on multiple-choice tests: 

To oversimplify, with the traditional examination we think we know 
what we are assessing, but remain happily or unhappily uncertain about 
the accuracy or replicability of our assessment; with the modern exam-
ination, we are sure enough of our measurement, but are, or should be, 
uncertain as to what exactly we have measured. 

That is, tests can be either reliable or valid but not both. But this is something 
of a caricature. In trait-based approaches validity and reliability may actually 
be seen as closely linked, as both relate to the idea of measuring one thing at 
a time, using items that demonstrate high internal consistency – a feature also 
commonly used as a convenient proxy for reliability (Jones 2012). The nature 
and quality of the measure depends on the defnition and implementation of 
the construct. 

Reliability may indeed be prioritised over validity, as claimed by Harlen, 
if  we boost internal consistency artifcially by selecting items without due 
consideration for the construct, for example by using a narrow range of item 
types, such as multiple choice, or by omitting certain aspects of the skills or 
knowledge to be tested simply because they are harder to assess reliably. 

For languages, in practice, testing the four skills separately produces 
measures, each of which ft a trait model well enough for practical purposes. 
The four-skills approach allows us to measure these complex aspects of 
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communicative language profciency without destroying the very thing we 
wish to measure. 

We can also go beyond the trait model to extend conceptions of reliability. 
Mislevy (1994, 2004) evokes a broader conception of reliability based on the 
more complex evidence that newer forms of assessment may provide: ‘this 
is not “reliability” in the sense of accumulating collaborating evidence, as in 
classical test theory, but in the sense of converging evidence – accumulating 
evidence of diferent types that support the same inference’ (Mislevy 1994:8). 
This describes very well how Learning Oriented Assessment will need to deal 
with the complex evidence from classroom as well as large-scale assessments. 

The nature of convergent evidence is also illustrated in Figure 6.2, which 
shows Weir’s (2005b) socio-cognitive validity framework. 

Figure 6.2 A socio-cognitive framework (adapted from Weir 2005b) 

Test taker 

Context validity Cognitive validity 

Response 

Scoring validity 

Score/Grade 

Consequential validity Criterion-related validity 

Construct 
Validity 

This framework is coherent with that of Messick (1989, 1996), and particu-
larly useful for an exam provider in that it maps to steps in the test design 
and administration process, each of which impacts on validity, and which 
must therefore be a focus of attention. Figure 6.2 presents this framework in 
outline, showing the interconnectedness of the modelled elements. The test 
taker performs on test tasks which should have context validity, being relevant 
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to the goals of the particular learner; and cognitive validity, meaning that they 
engage the learner’s cognition in an authentic way. Scoring validity requires 
that the scoring mechanisms capture the learner’s ability correctly. Construct 
validity relates to how all these elements interact to produce a valid measure. 

Further elements within Weir’s socio-cognitive framework include 
criterion-related validity which relates to how points on the measurement 
scale can be interpreted as indicating abilities or performance levels defned 
in real-world terms; and consequential validity, which relates to whether the 
impact of the exam is positive for individual test takers or society more widely. 

6.7 Large-scale assessment: Evidence of and for 
learning 

Large-scale assessment as presented above has signifcant potential strengths. 
It focuses on profciency, enabling criterion-referenced interpretation of 
what has been learned, and consequently discouraging norm-referenced 
ranking of  students. Thus it reports in terms which are positive for all stu-
dents, both higher and lower performing. It is construct based, meaning that 
the nature of  what is learned and how it relates to ability in a ‘real world’ 
is explicitly stated, and can inform the construction of both classroom and 
test materials. It uses a strong measurement model which ensures that scores 
on diferent test versions remain comparable and interpretable in the same 
frame of  reference. Separate testing of  the skills of  reading, writing, listen-
ing and speaking goes some way to identifying individual profles of  lan-
guage competence which can be reported. Even ‘teaching to the test’ should 
not be a problem, because the best form of exam preparation is to learn the 
language in question. 

These should be crucial factors in defning how a school subject is con-
ceived and taught, ensuring that the focus remains on useful learning out-
comes, and discouraging subversion by extraneous purposes such as 
accountability testing. Additionally, summative assessment can also serve to 
support learning ‒ in at least three ways according to Bennett (2011). First, 
citing Shepard (2006): if  the content, format and design of the test ofer a 
sufciently rich domain representation, preparing for the summative test can 
be a valuable learning experience. Second, citing Rohrer and Pashler (2010), 
research suggests that taking a test can both enhance learning by strengthen-
ing the representation of information retrieved during the test and also slow 
the rate of forgetting. Thirdly, summative assessment may support learning 
by providing a limited type of formative information, to the extent that it is 
informative about a learner’s profle of skills, and the opportunity exists to 
feed this back into further learning. 

We could add a further distinct way in which summative assessment 
can support learning – by providing a motivating framework for setting, 
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monitoring and pursuing learning objectives. For example, the Cambridge 
English suite of exams now covers all levels of the CEFR and thus constitutes 
a ladder of objectives that learners can (and some do) follow from the lowest 
to highest level. 

Good summative assessment can thus provide evidence both of learning 
and for learning. Moreover, the evidence provided by such assessment is 
strongly complementary to that which can be collected in the classroom, as 
presented in the following chapter. 

6.8 In summary 
Let us summarise this chapter in terms of the two critical features of an 
assessment: its validity and reliability. 

The validity of large-scale assessment begins with construct defnition: an 
explicit model of how a language skill develops from lower to higher levels. 
Test tasks are written based on the construct defnition. Tasks are then cali-
brated through pretesting, using an IRT model, and placed on a measurement 
scale according to their difculty. In purely measurement terms, the validity 
of large-scale assessment hinges on whether the actual difculty of test tasks 
agrees with their difculty as predicted by the construct model. That would 
tend to validate our model of progression in learning. 

In the context of Learning Oriented Assessment validity must also satisfy 
the extended concept where validity is evidenced by positive social conse-
quences of using the assessment. For Learning Oriented Assessment that 
means producing signifcantly better and more useful learning outcomes. 
Reasons why large-scale assessment as described in this chapter might indeed 
show positive impact on learning outcomes include: 
• focusing learners and teachers on higher-level outcomes (communicative 

language profciency), making for better learning, and ensuring that test 
preparation provides an authentic learning experience 

• providing a limited amount of formative information (achievement 
testing could play a role here) 

• motivating learners by providing clear evidence of learning. 
An obstacle to exploiting large-scale assessment to promote learning is its 
usual positioning as a summative event at the end of a learning process, when 
it is too late to make a diference. Forms of large-scale assessment which could 
contribute evidence of learning during rather than at the end of the process 
might well have far greater impact, although as the Asset Languages project 
demonstrated, serious logistic issues would need to be addressed. 

Concerning reliability, it was noted that reliability and validity have been 
seen as in confict with each other, with reliability generally winning out over 
validity; something which has doubtless been true in much school assessment, 
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but need not be. Large-scale assessment as we have described it can achieve 
high levels of reliability without compromising on validity. 

The challenge for Learning Oriented Assessment is to address Mislevy’s 
conception of a broader conception of reliability (1994), based on combining 
a range of evidence including from classrooms: converging evidence that sup-
ports the same inferences. 
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7 Learning-oriented assessment 
in the classroom 

‘Give the pupils something to do, not something to learn and the doing is 
of such a nature as to demand thinking; learning naturally results.’ 

Democracy and Education (John Dewey 1916:160) 

This chapter presents the two major concerns of the learning-oriented class-
room: to generate interactions which lead to learning, and to capture evi-
dence of interaction, in ways that maximise the impact on further learning. 

7.1 The nature of classroom learning-oriented 
assessment 

Understanding the nature of classroom learning interaction is important for 
evaluating any implementation of learning-oriented assessment: if  it pro-
duces learning, we need to know why and how. This is Bennett’s (2011:20) 
reason for insisting that ‘formative assessment is assessment, at least in part’ 
(see section 8.4). 

Ideally we should limit the scope of what we include in the concept of 
learning-oriented assessment, to allow us to focus on its essential elements. In 
fact, we have explicitly identifed social constructivism as the model of learn-
ing at the heart of Learning Oriented Assessment, partly for its particular 
relevance to the case of languages. Thus any learning improvement must be at 
least partly attributable to general social constructivist ideas. 

Let us recall that our use of the term ‘assessment’ intends a much wider 
range of classroom activities than tests or quizzes. It refers to a focus of activ-
ity in the classroom on meaningful interaction, which will lead to learning, 
and the development of new psychological functions (see section 3.1). This 
is a form of assessment because it implements the assessment cycle of per-
formance–observation–interpretation–feedback, with the primary purpose of 
promoting learning. Both student–teacher and student–student interactions 
may constitute a series of assessment cycles that produce learning: where 
classroom interaction is motivated by learners’ purposeful use of language 
to communicate personally signifcant meanings, language acquisition pro-
cesses are enabled which mirror to an extent those involved in learning a frst 
language (see section 4.3). 

In the classroom the assessment cycle operates over diferent periods. 
Wiliam (2006:7) identifes three such periods (see Table 7.1); we have 
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particularly stressed the importance of the short-cycle interactions which 
help to scafold students’ performance, as does Wiliam: 

Basically, if  you’re not using information to make a diference to your 
teaching within a day or two then it’s unlikely to make a diference to 
student achievement. It’s the short cycle formative assessment that really 
matters, minute by minute, and day by day. 

Table 7.1 Formative assessment cycles (adapted from Wiliam 2006) 

Type Focus Length 

Long–cycle Across marking periods, semesters, years 4 weeks to 1 year or more 
Medium–cycle Within and between teaching units 1 to 4 weeks 
Short–cycle Within and between lessons 5 seconds to 2 days 

We have suggested that students and teachers have specifc responsibilities 
for learning. The onus on students is to develop the skills which will make 
them autonomous learners: the capacity to assess themselves and each other, 
and the appropriate motivation (see section 3.4.1). 

Teachers have several roles, perhaps including formal assessment, but their 
central task is to create an environment conducive to learning, while sharing 
responsibility for the organisation of learning with students (see section 
3.4.2). 

If  the above aspects of Learning Oriented Assessment may be seen as 
more general factors in classroom learning, what is more specifc to it is the 
systemic linking of large-scale assessment to classroom assessment through 
a structure of evidence designed to feed back into better learning, and to 
align understanding of learning outcomes across the ‘four worlds’ of educa-
tion, assessment, society and the individual. Learning Oriented Assessment 
coheres with the defnition of formative impact by Wiliam (2006): 

What makes an assessment formative, therefore, is not the length of the 
feedback loop, nor where it takes place, nor who carries it out, nor even 
who responds. The crucial feature is that evidence is evoked, interpreted 
in terms of learning needs, and used to make adjustments to better meet 
those learning needs. 

7.2 Domain-specifc and generalisable learning 
skills 

In our understanding of social constructivism learning may be seen as a 
process of personal development (see section 5.1.2), involving changes to 
learners’ attitudes, dispositions and afnities, which impact on their learning 
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skills (the CEFR’s savoir-faire, savoir-etre and savoir apprendre presented in 
section 5.1.1). 

We would certainly be interested to know whether the development of 
learning skills is an intrinsic feature of the socio-cognitive model within 
Learning Oriented Assessment. If  it were a demonstrable outcome of 
Learning Oriented Assessment this would certainly strengthen the case for its 
validity; but explicit testing of such skills would also carry risks, to which we 
return later (see section 8.4.2). 

As discussed in Chapter 5 (in particular section 5.1), there are grounds 
for treating the components of learning how to learn as transferable, domain-
independent skills. This is the position taken by Black and Wiliam (2009:23, 
see also section 2.3). However, others consider that learning-oriented assess-
ment will be more efective if  curriculum embedded (Bennett 2011, Shavelson 
2008, Shepard 2006, 2008). ‘Teaching for transfer’ is a specifc feld of research 
which focuses on the transferability of skills across domains (e.g. Butterfeld 
and Nelson 1989, Perkins and Salomon 1989). Its relevance to the case of 
language skills is not wholly obvious, it being cognitive constructivist rather 
than social constructivist in nature, based on laboratory experiments rather 
than classrooms, and focusing on the explicit teaching of transferable skills as 
algorithmic processes. The social constructivist view, and the concept of per-
sonal growth, seem to ofer a plausible and more appropriate model of how 
learning skills can come to be transferable, through the personal development 
of the learner. 

Thus we posit three types of learning outcome: 
• domain-specifc higher-order outcomes (the skill at the heart of the 

domain, for example, communicative language profciency) 
• mastery of domain-specifc curricular content (for example, specifc 

grammar or vocabulary which contribute to the emergence of the 
higher-order skill) 

• domain-independent, transferable learning skills and dispositions. 

7.3 Learning-centred and content-centred 
activities 

A further defning feature of Learning Oriented Assessment may be its use of 
the concept of emergence, introduced in section 3.3.5, where we stressed its 
implications for pedagogy. If  communicative language profciency emerges 
as a higher-order skill which cannot be explained in terms of simple content 
transmission, then we cannot expect to achieve it in the classroom solely 
through a PPP (presentation, practice, performance) approach to teaching. 
Thus it is necessary to distinguish between learner-centred classroom activi-
ties, which promote emergence of the higher-order skills, and content-centred 
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activities which focus on the assimilation of learning material as specifed in 
the curriculum. Both require attention. 

Learner-centred classroom activity enables learning to emerge from com-
municative interaction, between teacher and student, or student and student. 
By enabling learning through interaction and performance, the classroom 
takes on more features of an acquisition environment. Learner-centred activ-
ity highlights the Can Do interpretation of performance, criterion-referenced 
to levels on a profciency scale, and thus orienting students and teachers 
on their progress. Thus classroom activity interpreted in the light of social 
constructivist ideas, and with a criterion-referenced focus on the individ-
ual learner, will prepare students better for profciency-focused summative 
assessment than a purely content-centred approach. 

Content-centred activity, on the other hand, is more coherent with a trans-
mission model of learning. It focuses on the conscious learning and manip-
ulation of linguistic forms, and the orientation it provides is more about the 
achievement of curricular objectives than performance in the real world. 

We should emphasise the complementarity between these two aspects of 
classroom work: the emergence of higher-order skills in a classroom context 
doubtless requires scafolding through the existence of a course structure 
and curricular objectives; the curricular objectives are more likely to be met 
and become part of the learner’s competence when they are put to good use 
through the development of higher-order skills. 

Specifc approaches to teaching can also help bridge the gap between the 
two levels of learning, e.g. focus on form is a particular approach which links 
linguistic forms to the meanings that they can encode. 

Thus the distinction between learner-centred and content-centred is a pro-
ductive one for defning models of classroom learning interaction, and how 
this should link to more formal assessments. The relation is of theoretical and 
practical importance: how do they complement each other? How can we use 
the evidence they provide? These are issues to address later in modelling class-
room practice and defning the big picture of learning-oriented assessment 
(see Chapter 8). 

7.4 Classroom evidence of and for learning 
The evidence from classroom-based learning complements that from large-
scale assessment. It is used primarily by students and teachers, with the 
primary function of feeding back into further learning. Evidence collected 
within the classroom takes many forms and serves several functions: 
• as immediate feedback to learners in the process of completing a 

learning-oriented assessment task 
• for review by learners and teachers in evaluating the outcomes of a 

learning-oriented assessment task 
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• to monitor achievement against curricular course objectives 
• to provide criterion-referenced interpretation of performance, e.g. in 

terms of CEFR level 
• to recognise learners’ achievements in more or less formal ways 
• to motivate students 
• to provide validation of Learning Oriented Assessment ‒ does it work, 

and if  so why and how? 
Figure 7.1 reprises the schematic view of Learning Oriented Assessment in 
the classroom, which we frst presented in Chapter 1. 

Figure 7.1 The classroom within a Learning Oriented Assessment model 
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Figure 7.1 shows the assessment cycle of interaction, observation, eval-
uation and feedback, centred on a specifc Learning Oriented Assessment 
activity. The Learning Oriented Assessment curriculum refects higher-order 
objectives ‒ that is, communicative language skills ‒ and the specifc content 
which will provide the input to this. This in turn is articulated within a frame 
of reference ‒ in this illustration it is the CEFR ‒ which locates the high-level 
objectives and specifc content within a more widely shared conception of 
levels and learning goals. Within each assessment cycle a task is set which 
generates some interactive language activity. This is observed and interpreted 
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by the teacher, who perhaps makes some informal record. Feedback on the 
activity is provided by both teacher and students, and objectives are possibly 
modifed ‒ repeating, extending or additionally scafolding the activity. 

A structured record is also captured to maintain a record of achievement 
for each student. This can be interpreted within the CEFR frame of refer-
ence, and it also contributes to periodic summative monitoring of progress 
against higher-order objectives. At one or more stages in the course of study 
external exam results can also be contributed to the record ‒ ideally not as a 
fnal summative judgement, but rather as feedback to guide further learning. 

Acknowledging the importance of addressing specifc curricular objec-
tives, we identify a role for various measures of achievement. As Figure 7.1 
illustrates, the record of achievement refers back to both the frame of refer-
ence (high-level goals) as well as to specifc curricular objectives. What remains 
important is that simple feedback on achievement (such as a ranking of stu-
dents by their marks on a test) should not detract from the signifcance of 
qualitative feedback from learning-oriented assessment in the classroom, or 
criterion-referenced interpretations of performance (for example in terms of 
CEFR levels). To the extent that external assessment remains strongly aligned 
with the higher-order goals of classroom learning-oriented assessment ‒ that 
is, communicative language profciency ‒ learners and teachers will be more 
likely to focus on these. 

Classroom interaction is where learning happens, and so we would wish 
to give due weight to the products and processes of classroom interaction 
– ensuring that it is observed, recorded, and evaluated. Whether, or how, it 
can be used to provide evidence of learning for high-stakes accountability 
purposes is a question we will return to below. 

Evidence from the classroom may take a range of forms, capturing indi-
vidual performances, but also, importantly, group interactions. Evidence 
may capture the products of  classroom activities, such as completed exercises, 
pieces of writing, or audio and video productions; but also it should be pos-
sible with the support of technology to capture processes: such as the stages 
of a phased collaborative project. Validating learning-oriented approaches 
and progressively improving the learning value of classroom interaction will 
beneft greatly from such process-oriented evidence. 

7.4.1 Evidence for learning 
Providing evidence for learning in the classroom is about closing the feedback 
loop, so that students and teachers have the opportunity to refect on, and 
perhaps repeat, extend and improve on, performance outcomes. 

Evidence will be needed both of learner-centred activity and 
curriculum-centred work (see section 7.3), while taking care that the 
curriculum-focused record does not reduce to box-checking, and that the 
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learner-centred record represents genuine instances of purposeful communi-
cation, rather than practised performances. 

7.4.2 Evidence of learning 
Evidence of learning serves important functions, for a range of stakeholders: 
governments use it to hold schools accountable; schools can use it to hold 
teachers accountable; or teachers themselves can use it to compare their per-
formance against others. The pressure on the system which accountability 
testing exerts has been widely criticised (see section 2.2.1) but it remains a fact 
of life in many contexts. Above all, however, evidence of learning should feed 
back into the classroom to promote further learning: identifying problems to 
be addressed, or, more positively, demonstrating progress. For students, evi-
dence of success in learning can be the best motivation for further learning. 

Given the focus on higher-order learning outcomes, enough classroom 
time should be given to communicative activities, and this should produce 
records – written or recorded – available for later recall. Writing, as a collab-
orative or individual task, produces a permanent record which can be evalu-
ated; the technology to keep good records of speaking activities is also readily 
available. 

Criterion-referenced interpretation of performance, e.g. in terms of 
CEFR levels or learner-oriented Can Do statements, makes progress in learn-
ing visible, and keeps the focus on language use. Students should be enabled 
to judge their own and others’ performance in speaking and writing: the 
option to compare against benchmarked exemplars of performance skills 
will be useful. Progress in the passive skills of reading and listening may be 
more difcult to make visible, but graded materials and tests made available 
by the external assessment provider might fulfl a useful role here. 

External assessment, which could provide formal accreditation or certif-
cation, may be a ‘big bang event’ marking the conclusion of a student’s whole 
school career, but in many contexts would function better as a graded ‘ladder’ 
of levels, providing a progression of motivating and accessible targets. This is 
what the Asset Languages project tried but failed to achieve (see section 9.3), 
as the additional costs and administrative overheads proved to be a discour-
aging factor for schools. Creating a multilevel testing framework which would 
be sufciently light on administration and efcient in practice would be a 
challenge, but the benefts would be considerable, as it would enable efective 
individualisation of each student’s learning path. As in so many areas, tech-
nology could play a role here by providing relatively lightweight assessments 
online. Such assessments would ideally have to provide feedback only to 
teachers, learners and parents; using them for accountability purposes would 
destroy their value. 

The use of evidence of learning for accountability purposes remains an 
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issue. We might wish to emphasise the role of evidence from the classroom, 
but any attempt to do this would have frst to address the problem of stand-
ardisation. A signifcant advantage of using external assessment as the basis 
of judgement is that it is standardised: it provides a level playing feld. Using 
evidence from the classroom might seem attractive, if  it could give a more 
valid or detailed picture of what is being learned; but the standardisation 
issue is a real one. 

One possible option is to look to the large-scale assessment provider to 
ofer additional kinds of support for in-school assessment: 
• to moderate and standardise the judgements of teachers, if  these play 

a part in formal evaluation of students, or to provide exemplars of 
performance to enable schools to do their own standardisation 

• to provide periodic or end-of-course summative assessment 
• to provide curriculum-related diagnostic assessments 
• to provide the comparative data to support wider (in-school, national, 

international) systems for monitoring performance. 
The availability of such a range of services above and beyond the provision of 
external assessments may be an important issue to address in an implementa-
tion of Learning Oriented Assessment. 

7.5 Learning-oriented assessment: An ecological 
model 

The previous section began to illustrate how the evidence from large-scale 
external assessments and classroom-based learning-oriented assessment 
could be combined to produce optimal support for learning, within the range 
of sometimes conficting purposes which assessment is made to serve in 
society. Here we develop this idea in more detail, considering the classroom 
and external assessment metaphorically as an ecosystem. 

The social constructivist model of learning developed in this volume has 
made a number of assertions about the nature of learning: 
• school learning proceeds within a community ‒ it is a social process 
• learning concerns personal development, consisting in attitudes, 

dispositions and skills which are key to present and future learning 
• teaching goals and assessment goals must be closely aligned to specifc 

desirable outcomes (communicative ability, in the case of languages) 
• language learning concerns the purposeful use of language to 

communicate personally signifcant meanings 
• tasks must have interactional authenticity, that is, learners must engage 

with the communicative task at hand, not on winning positive appraisal 
of performance 
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• evidence drawn from classroom interaction if  systematically recorded 
could usefully be fed back to promote further learning. 

Where these principles are successfully implemented then the classroom 
becomes an ecologically balanced environment, providing a school-based 
context that is conducive to learning and where there are no conficting pur-
poses. Protecting this environment is critical to learning. 

Regard for the ecological perspective is necessary, given the evidence that 
in some contexts large-scale assessment does not work in the interests of 
better learning, and may indeed make for worse outcomes. Where assessment 
is a high-stakes issue for students, providing fnal accreditation of achieve-
ment at school, and even more so for teachers and principals, and where exam 
results are used for accountability purposes, there is an incentive to subvert 
the system by specifc exam preparation – teaching to the test. 

Such perverse incentives subvert examinations, and more critically, they 
subvert learning of the subject examined. To remedy this unhappy situation 
means dealing with the reality of the processes which may act to the detriment 
of learning. A successful system will be ecological in the sense that it will serve 
to advance socially valued outcomes rather than subvert them. 

Let us consider Figure 7.1 as illustrating one possible model, where there 
are two distinct sources of evidence: internal evaluation, based on evidence 
from the processes and products of the classroom work, as captured in the 
record, and external evaluation based not on the classroom work, to which it 
has no operational access, but on a standardised exam credibly linked to the 
CEFR frame of reference. 

Both the internal and external evaluations of achievement have a part 
to play: the internal evaluation, in addition to its fundamental role in class-
room learning, has a monitoring function within the school, and can provide 
frequent feedback to teachers. The external evaluation happens in a longer 
timeframe, perhaps only once; so may not feed back into learning so directly. 
But it provides efective standardised, formal accreditation of achievements; 
additionally it ofers a means of standardising (moderating) the judgements 
made at school level on the basis of the internal record. 

This is one model of how diferent levels of assessment might be com-
bined. In this model formal accreditation is based entirely on the external 
exam: no use is made of the classroom data. This might be deemed inappro-
priate in many contexts; but it has the important result that there is absolutely 
no danger of classroom learning-oriented assessment being subverted, nor of 
learners being coached to simulate profciency rather than helped to acquire 
it, or to adopt performance goals over learning goals. If  the signifcant bene-
fts of adopting social constructivist, learner-centred, learning-oriented prin-
ciples are to be realised, then insulating the classroom against subversion is 
vital. 
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There are, however, potential issues: the external exam is based on some-
what diferent kinds of performance (the skills of writing and speaking are 
less of a problem, but objective testing of reading and listening raises issues 
to be addressed), and it provides the standardised marks on which the school 
and students will be judged. Given these factors there is a strong incentive to 
focus on subverting the external assessment. But subversion can be prevented 
if  two conditions can be satisfed: 
• The skills constructs tested by the external assessment and the higher-

order learning goals addressed in the learning-oriented classroom 
must be closely aligned. With this condition satisfed the best exam 
preparation is the learning-oriented classroom activity itself. This 
absolutely requires the adoption of a shared, construct-based conception 
of objectives (Daugherty et al 2008). 

• The external assessment must be made robust against techniques of 
cheating, such as rehearsed performance. 

To repeat: this is just one possible model. Other models might seek to maxim-
ise the information available for assessment by including evidence from both 
the external assessment and the internal record of learning-oriented class 
performance; but anything that requires classroom-based learning-oriented 
assessment to do double duty (Boud 2000) raises potential issues of subver-
sion, at least in the accountability-driven cultures with which many of us are 
familiar. 

There may be other contexts where the ecological solution might consist 
precisely in basing evaluation of outcomes on the classroom record, perhaps 
dispensing with any requirement for external evaluation. But this would 
require high levels of professional training for teachers, and begs questions 
about legitimate issues of standards and accountability. 

The problems of subversion considered above are doubtless greatest where 
levels of learning outcome are lowest: a vicious circle of educational failure 
driving an accountability culture, which in turn drives further subversion of 
the goals of education. Relative failure in language education is evident in 
many countries, for whatever reason, as the ESLC (European Commission 
2012) made clear. 

Imagine the possible impact, in such an ailing system, of setting out instead 
to pursue the successful implementation of Learning Oriented Assessment. It 
might bring about very signifcant gains in achievement, turning the vicious 
circle of failure into a virtuous circle of success, and rendering issues of sub-
version irrelevant. 
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7.6 In summary 
At the outset of this chapter we stressed the importance of understanding 
the nature of  learning-oriented classroom interaction. If  it produces learn-
ing, we need to know why and how. We have identifed the following fea-
tures of  the learning-oriented classroom which should impact positively on 
learning: 

• The nature of classroom interaction implements the assessment cycle of 
performance, observation, evaluation and feedback. Each of these stages 
can involve teacher–student or student–student interaction, and their 
goal is to understand and learn. 

• The roles of student and teacher are well understood: students are 
equipped to manage their own learning, teachers are facilitators of 
learning interactions. 

• Learning interactions are supported through scafolding and appropriate 
choice of tasks, ensuring that progression is defned, and that each 
learner is appropriately supported. 

• Use of language is meaning driven, achieving some of the benefts of an 
acquisition approach to learning. 

• Nevertheless, acquisition can be supported by combining with certain 
activities e.g. focus on form. 

• Engaging in classroom tasks thus has intrinsic motivation, making it 
more likely that students will be focused on learning rather than on 
winning positive appraisal. In other words, tasks have interactional 
authenticity. 

• The nature of language profciency as an emergent skill is recognised, 
so that adequate learning time is assigned to both learning-centred 
and content-centred work, and learning is not understood as a simple 
transfer of knowledge. 

• Learning may be seen as personal development, and as such may lead to 
the development of generalisable learning skills. 

• Curricular objectives may be defned and sequenced with reference to 
the same construct models which underlie the large-scale assessment; 
thus there should be coherence between the two levels of assessment, 
with benefts for learning. 

A comprehensive validation programme for an implementation of Learning 
Oriented Assessment could begin with this list as a set of hypotheses to be 
explored. 

In the second part of this chapter we considered possible forms of imple-
mentation of Learning Oriented Assessment, with evidence from external 
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and internal sources being used in diferent ways. Depending on context 
there may be several ways of achieving an ecological solution ‒ one where 
no element of the assessment framework is allowed to subvert the goals of 
learning. 
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8 Aligning large-scale and 
classroom assessment 

‘The two limits of every unit of thinking are a perplexed, troubled, or 
confused situation at the beginning, and a cleared up, unifed, resolved 
situation at the close.’ 

How We Think (John Dewey 1933:106) 

The two previous chapters discussed the evidence which large-scale assess-
ment and classroom learning-oriented assessment can contribute to achiev-
ing the twin goals of better learning outcomes, and better measurement of 
those outcomes. 

Bringing these diferent levels of assessment into alignment is the impor-
tant fnal step, so that evidence from both levels can be interpreted within a 
common frame of reference. There are two aspects to this: frstly, to ensure 
that all levels of assessment focus on the same goals, and secondly that they 
report performance in terms of a common interpretive framework – that is, a 
common standard. 

8.1 Alignment of goals 
Alignment of goals is required in order to ensure that what is taught is what is 
tested, and that both serve purposes deemed to be of value to society. 

This aspect requires a common understanding of what the goals are. In 
our presentation we have defned goals in terms of the constructs of  the tar-
geted higher-order skills (5.2 above). Pellegrino et al (2001) refer to alignment 
in terms of an ‘underlying model of student learning’, which sounds similar 
to our use of the term construct. Daugherty et al (2008) in their exploration 
of alignment in fve educational contexts refer to learning outcomes as the 
target to which teaching and assessment should be aligned. 

Daugherty et al’s study shows how in practice problems for alignment arise 
in the articulation of targeted outcomes (given frequently inadequate con-
struct defnition) and how curriculum, teaching and assessment may diverge 
from these intentions (given issues of test-driven teaching and the use of 
assessments for accountability purposes). They conclude that alignment is 
not a simple notion, but is better understood as a ‘complex, non-linear, inter-
acting system’ (Daugherty et al 2008:253). 

In Gitomer and Duschl’s (2007) terms, the issue here is one of external 
coherence with the concepts and socially valued learning outcomes of an edu-
cation system. External coherence is an important concept, if  we consider the 
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evidence for how high-stakes summative testing has proved capable of under-
mining educational objectives in many contexts. It relates clearly to Messick’s 
1989 model of validity in assessment (see section 6.6), whose consequential 
aspects include the values which a test construct implies. It also recalls the 
metaphor of an ecological system, presented in the previous chapter. 

8.2 Aligning interpretations of standards 
The record of achievement which the student carries away from school may 
be based wholly on an external examination, wholly on judgements made 
within the school, or on some combination of the two. We cannot generalise 
across countries, although the Learning Oriented Assessment scenario that 
Cambridge English envisages is one where students will follow a course of 
studies, aiming to take a Cambridge English exam either as an additional 
qualifcation, or in place of a comparable school assessment. Whatever the 
situation, it is critical that all levels of assessment understand performance 
standards in the same way. Teachers should know roughly how well their stu-
dents will perform in an external assessment. Students or their parents might 
wish to know what their grades in a school-based assessment are worth in 
terms of an international assessment standard. Generally, it is highly desir-
able that there should exist from the outset a descriptive framework which 
enables a shared understanding of each student’s starting point, current level, 
and distance from their fnal goal – for example, articulated in terms of CEFR 
levels, and diferentiated by skill. Such a ‘learning landscape’ is valuable in 
helping students to orient themselves in relation to their own progress, and to 
take ownership of their learning. 

However, aligning standards in this way is not straightforward. In section 
6.5 we acknowledged that the performance skills of writing and speaking are 
easier to deal with, because standardisation of judgements regarding such 
performance is similar across classroom and large-scale assessment contexts, 
being based fnally on comparison with exemplar performances which are 
meaningful to teachers and learners alike, and which can be exploited within 
the classroom as useful aids to understanding and learning. In contrast, the 
indirectly observable skills of reading and listening are most readily assessed 
using objectively marked test tasks in an item banking model (see section 6.4): 
classroom versions of such tests might be provided to serve a progress-testing 
function, but these would not feed back so directly into learning. 

Descriptive Can Do scales such as those of the CEFR are intended to 
help users to align their understanding of performance levels to a common 
standard, but their use is also not straightforward. Experience shows, for 
example from the ESLC (European Commission 2012:35), that such scales 
tend to norm themselves on expected performance levels in a given country or 
context: thus in a high-performing context CEFR statements are interpreted 
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as describing a higher level, while a weakly performing country interprets 
them as describing a lower level. Thus teachers and students in a given 
classroom context will have no difculty in ranking performances as better 
or worse, but may well be unable to link them correctly to the absolute per-
formance levels intended by the CEFR. The external assessment body has 
an important potential role to play here in moderating judgements made at 
school or country level. 

A further issue concerns scafolding, and the comparability of observa-
tions of performances made in classrooms, in tests, or in the real world. The 
concept of scafolding, as presented in section 3.3.2, is primarily thought of 
in relation to classroom interaction, where it describes the support given by 
an interlocutor (for example, a teacher) to bring a task within the capacity 
of the learner to engage with it. More generally it can be seen as a feature 
of all social interaction, where meanings are constantly negotiated, and also 
of classroom and large-scale assessments, where the performance elicited by 
a task may be scafolded in various ways to bring it within the capacity to 
respond of a learner at the targeted level. One common form of scafolding 
concerns the progression in a single unit of learning from receptive skills to 
performance skills: reading scafolds listening, which scafolds speaking, 
which scafolds writing. Thus scafolding is a ubiquitous feature of perfor-
mance in tests, the classroom and the real world, and this makes it more dif-
fcult to align interpretations of such performance. It is also fundamental to 
learning, so that scafolded performance is performance at the very growing 
point: as Fulcher (2010:75–77) points out, ‘the whole purpose of “feedback” 
or “mediation” in CBA [classroom-based assessment] is to cause change’. We 
need ways to deal with this. 

Simplest of these involves specifying certain performance conditions, for 
example: ‘Learners can be said to have learned something if  they are able to 
do something they could not do before on demand, independently and well’ 
(paraphrased from Sadler 2007:390, italics in original). 

Can Do statements intended to describe a task might attempt to be 
explicit as to the nature of scafolding. Green (2012:155) proposes a synthetic 
approach to constructing Can Do statements with the following possible 
elements: 

Activity: Can . . . The social act (function) that the 
learner is to accomplish 

Theme/Topic: Concerned with . . . The themes, topics and settings in 
relation to which the learner might 
be expected to perform 

Input text: Based on . . . Nature of the text the learner might 
have to process as a basis for their 
own contribution 
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Output text: Producing . . . Nature of the text the learner might 
be expected to produce 

Qualities: How well? For production these are 
grouped under the CEFR 
headings Linguistic, Pragmatic, 
Sociolinguistic and Strategic 

Restrictions: Provided that . . . Physical and social conditions 
in which the learner might be 
expected to perform 

This is an ambitious attempt to factor in all the component aspects of task 
difculty and how performance on the task might be scafolded. 

However, it remains difcult to create descriptions of performance which 
identify an absolute level. For example, take these two statements which sit 
adjacent to each other in a 13-level system of descriptors about dealing with 
‘general and curricular topics’: 
• understand some specifc information and detail of short, supported talk 

on an increasing range of general and curricular topics 
• understand most specifc information and detail of supported, extended 

talk on a range of general and curricular topics. 
Close analysis of these allows us to conclude that ‘some specifc information’ 
is intended to be less demanding than ‘most specifc information’, and that 
‘short talk’ is less demanding than ‘extended talk’; also, by inference, that 
there are probably other levels of performance which do not require detail, 
which are not supported, or require only a limited range of general and 
curricular topics, and so on. It would doubtless be quite easy to jumble the 
13 descriptors and re-assemble them in the correct order; but it is hard to 
imagine that a single descriptor taken on its own could be used, for example, 
to uniquely identify a CEFR level. 

Critical examination of such attempts at constructing Can Do statements 
to uniquely identify a level shows that it is barely practical, particularly using 
the word-processing approach illustrated above, where multiple versions of 
the same sentence are provided, modifying ‘short’ to ‘extended’, and so on. 

This argument demonstrates the weakness of such an approach, but also 
points to a solution: human cognition is quite poor at making absolute judge-
ments, e.g. of level, but it is excellent at making relative, comparative judge-
ments of higher or lower, better or worse. 

Therefore, approaches which exploit comparative human judgement are 
part of the solution to alignment. Comparative judgement (CJ) is currently 
an area of growing interest in the assessment world. In the UK a website 
called ‘No More Marking’ provides a CJ platform which makes this approach 
an efective and attractive alternative to traditional marking. Alignment of 
standards, for example across exam boards, is also something that CJ is well 
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equipped to deal with. CJ exploits human judgement efectively by providing 
a strong psychometric framework for analysing the data which the procedure 
provides. For a fuller presentation of CJ see Jones (2014:40). 

Other more complex psychometric approaches imply statistical model-
ling. For example, the difculty of particular response formats in objectively-
marked test tasks can be modelled and abstracted from the difculty of the 
language point being tested. Thus Jones (1992) using data from an item bank 
of language-focused tasks was able to confrm a well-attested hierarchy of 
difculty within a particular area of English grammar (Keenan and Comrie 
1977), while showing that, predictably, a one-word gap-fll task type is sys-
tematically easier than a sentence-completion task type. Response format 
appears to be a generalisable difculty parameter of objectively marked test 
items. 

Thus, calibrating groups of related tasks within an IRT model can show 
up any progression in difculty, and perhaps reveal the specifc factors which 
account for difculty. 

A third approach is found in dynamic assessment techniques. Lantolf  and 
Poehner (2011) describe an interventionist dynamic assessment procedure 
(see also section 2.4.2) whereby performance on a task is scored on the basis 
of how many clues or prompts the student requires in order to succeed on the 
task. 

Thus scafolding is a parameter which must somehow be accommo-
dated in order to achieve comparability of  interpretation of  performances 
observed under difering conditions. This discussion has moved into tech-
nical issues which we shall not pursue here, but the issue has at least been 
raised. 

In the previous paragraphs we have pointed out several issues to address in 
the alignment of levels of assessment, but we do not conclude from this that 
the goal of aligning teaching and assessment to shared, socially valuable out-
comes is an unrealistic or in any sense meaningless one. The model proposed 
below provides an outline of how it may be achieved – at least for the case of 
languages. 

8.3 Construct-based alignment of assessment 
If  communicative language ability may be treated as a skill with social and 
professional value, rather than a school subject with little intrinsic connection 
to use in the real world, then a clear basis can be identifed for aligning teach-
ing and assessment to desired outcomes, and thus to each other. Figure 1.2, 
presented in Chapter 1, depicted graphically the links between four intersect-
ing ‘worlds’ of learning. It is reproduced in Figure 8.1 in slightly more detail, 
illustrating the roles performed within each of the worlds, and the factors 
which impact on learning. 
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acquisitio

natural

The personal world centres on the cognition of the individual learner, and 
on personal factors which impact on learning: intrinsic motivation, auton-
omy, confdence, interest, experience, and so on. 

The social world values learning outcomes which constitute useful skills 
‒ professional, interpersonal or existential. The world in which learning is 
rewarded, it provides extrinsic motivation, incentives, needs and opportuni-
ties, self-realisation, and so on. 

The world of education sees learning in terms of subjects which can be 
defned through curricula and syllabuses, taught and tested. It implements 
a formal structure for learning, providing learners with experiences that are 
expected to promote learning. School subjects may or may not function as 
training in real-world skills. 

The world of assessment is shown in Figure 8.1 as a separate world to that 
of formal education in order to underline the diferent, complementary roles 
which they should play in learning. This is a representation of how assess-
ment would work within a Learning Oriented Assessment model, and not 
how it necessarily works at present. The assessment world sees learning in 
terms of constructs: models which link learner cognition to socially valued 
skills, and which allow development to be predicted, described and measured 
(see section 5.2). 

Figure 8.1 Four worlds of learning revisited 

Personal 
world 

Roles 
Head teachers, 

teachers, 
educationists, 

parents,
politicians, etc. 

formal

learning 

Education 

Subjects
Curriculum/

syllabus 
content 

Learning factors
Formal structure, 
guidance, learning how
to learn, etc. 

Social 
world 

Roles 
Friends, 

employers,
services, 

Roles Tasks politicians, etc. 
The individual 
learner . . . . 

Skills . .Cognition Feedback Interaction Professional,Strategies, Learning Interpersonal, 
Knowledge
Cognition, 

Existential 

Observation 
Learning factors n Learning factors 
Intrinsic motivation, Extrinsic motivation, 
autonomy, meaningful incentives,
confidence, interest, opportunities,
experience, Constructs needs, 
etc. Criterion-referenced etc.Roles . .Learning factors Learning Oriented . . Experts in

Orientation, Assessment measurement,
evidence of progress, applied linguistics,

diagnostics, formal cognitive sciences,
accreditation, etc. Assessment etc. 
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In this role assessment can provide learners and teachers with useful ori-
entation, evidence of progress, and fnally with valid formal accreditation of 
learning. 

At the centre of Figure 8.1 is a generalised model of learning, and at the 
centre of that is the task (see section 3.3.1). All four worlds focus on tasks, 
although poor construct defnition may lead stakeholders to interpret 
them diferently (Daugherty et al 2008). In putting tasks at the centre of 
an approach to alignment it is essential that the constructs which the tasks 
implement and make observable are understood in the same way by schools, 
assessment bodies, governments and society at large. 

The social world throws up wholly authentic tasks for individuals to 
perform, and much learning happens through engaging directly with such 
tasks (by the natural acquisition route indicated in the fgure, as opposed to 
the formal route via the classroom). In the classroom, tasks may imitate the 
real world and are the focus of much interaction, enabling students’ perfor-
mance to be observed, evaluated and used to provide feedback into further 
learning. The assessment world also relies on standardised, construct-based 
and criterion-referenced implementations of tasks to elicit performances 
that can be evaluated and measured, and it is probably the assessment world 
which has ultimate responsibility for defning constructs, matching the nature 
of social interaction to the nature of the individual learner’s cognition. 

Thus the focus on skills naturally places tasks at the centre, as the con-
struct which, exploiting the notion of interactional authenticity (see section 
3.3.1), potentially enables comparison and alignment across domains – the 
classroom, the assessment and the social world. ‘Potentially’, because as dis-
cussed above there are diferences in the way tasks are performed and evalu-
ated in the diferent domains, and each individual’s performance may require 
specifc interpretation. 

So far we have introduced the concepts of external coherence with a shared 
set of educational or social values, and internal coherence in terms of their 
demonstrable alignment within a common assessment system, including 
common understandings of specifc criterion levels of achievement. 

The notion of task seems relevant to both dimensions. It focuses on social 
action, placing a specifc charge on education to teach language for socially 
important purposes: work, relationship with others, self-realisation in the 
world. This concerns external coherence. In relation to the development of 
learners’ cognition it afrms the fundamental importance of communication 
as a means as well as an end of learning, and in terms of general models of 
learning it afrms the social constructivist view of learning as a shared activ-
ity which develops each individual’s feeling of identity of purpose within the 
group. These points are relevant to internal coherence, as it should follow that 
task-based performance in classroom or assessment contexts will engage and 
impact on the learner’s cognition in the same way, and can also be interpreted 
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in terms of its likely efectiveness in society – that is, it links to the objectives 
of learning. 

Figure 8.1 is not specifcally a model for language learning. It should in 
principle be equally relevant to any subject taught in school, if  we accept that 
there should be coherence between school subjects and skills valued within 
society (which need not, of course, be exclusively instrumental or utilitarian). 
However, there is currently much greater consensus that language should be 
taught as a useful skill, and consequently there is a solid framework in teach-
ing and assessment practice that can be built on. This may be less evident in 
the case of other subject domains. 

8.4 Evidence within a Learning Oriented 
Assessment model 

Previously we have considered the kinds of complementary evidence which 
large-scale assessment and classroom learning-oriented assessment can con-
tribute to achieving the two fundamental purposes of assessment: to describe 
and report outcomes of learning, and to bring about further learning – evi-
dence of and for learning. 

This is at heart a question of validity ‒ the assurance that the evidence 
which an assessment furnishes is ft for the purposes it claims to serve. This is 
Bennett’s (2011) intention when he states that: 

. . . formative assessment is assessment, at least in part. This fact implies 
that relevant measurement principles should fgure centrally in its con-
ceptualisation and instantiation. Incorporating measurement principles 
doesn’t mean that validity should be sacrifced for reliability, as some 
advocates fear, or that inappropriate psychometric concepts, methods, 
or standards of rigour intended for other assessment purposes should be 
applied. But it does mean we should incorporate, rather than ignore, the 
relevant fundamental principles (Bennett 2011:20). 

The ‘relevant principles’ are that the observations made, their interpretation, 
and the actions taken in consequence, should all be clearly defned and justi-
fed. The basic cycle of observation, interpretation and consequential action, 
which is common to all levels of assessment from the classroom to large-scale 
summative assessments, must be implemented in all contexts with sufcient 
care that the evidence provided is credible. 

8.4.1 Proper uses of evidence 
An important aspect in the ecology of an assessment system concerns how 
and by whom evidence is used. Hattie (2005) asks: what is the nature of 
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evidence that makes a diference to learning? In an Australian/New Zealand 
context, he states that ‘schools are awash with data, and the accountability 
movement is requesting that they collect even more’ (Hattie 2005:11). What 
he presents is a system squarely focused on collecting data for accountabil-
ity purposes, but with an interestingly diferent focus on the primary use 
of such data. Data on students’ performance should be used in the frst 
instance to assist teachers to judge their own efectiveness (relative to local or 
national benchmarks), although the model also permits other key stakehold-
ers (principals, ministries, parents, students) to share this evidence. Hattie’s 
simple concept of using feedback to teachers to drive up standards is pre-
sented within a more complex and coherent framework aimed at using data 
to help defne the meaning of those standards, that is, the goals of learning: 
‘Outcomes from curricula must have a sense of achievement progression . . . 
One of the major purposes of an accountability system is to assist in articu-
lating a common language of progression’ (Hattie 2005:14). 

Thus curriculum development should refect evidence on what students 
know and can do, based on large-scale testing of items across the curricu-
lum. From this, explicit defnitions of learning intention, success criteria, and 
how these will be assessed can be provided to students, empowering them to 
self-regulate their learning by giving them evidence of learning performance. 

Hattie’s assertion that accountability testing properly conceived can func-
tion ecologically remains challenging, but his discussion of how data can best 
be used to impact positively on learning is valuable. 

8.4.2 Evidence of ancillary efects 
In the course of this text we have identifed a set of important learning skills, 
attitudes and dispositions which learners may carry away into life after 
school. These emerged from the nature of learning in a social constructiv-
ist view, which seems to be better described in terms of personal develop-
ment: changing the person, and in particular making them a better learner. 
We deferred the important issue of how, or whether, such skills should be 
assessed. We should fnd forms of evaluation which give due weight to these 
important educational outcomes; however, to give them due weight does not 
necessarily mean testing them explicitly. 

These are ancillary skills, and may be better evaluated indirectly, by stud-
ying their impact on the development of primary skills (here, communicative 
language ability). We might use the metaphor of investments, which are eval-
uated by the interest they generate. The skills of learning pay interest in the 
form of better learning and self-efcacy: during schooling and then through a 
lifetime. We are familiar with the magic of compound interest: over time, the 
benefts accrue faster and faster. 

It should be possible, then, to approach evaluation of these ancillary 
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learning skills indirectly, through measuring the primary learning outcomes. 
Testing individual students is not the only way of judging educational out-
comes, and carries its own dangers, given the negative impact of govern-
ments re-purposing test results (see section 2.2.1). In section 5.1.2 we cited 
Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (no date) critical appraisal of treating so-called 
thinking skills as constructs to be explicitly taught and measured, rather 
than as outcomes of personal development through education. A European 
Commission project to develop an indicator for the skills of ‘Learning to 
Learn’ (Fredriksson and Hoskins 2007:251) also shows constructs being 
shaped by a focus on accountability and measurability: ‘The political impera-
tive to identify indicators . . . has brought about a situation . . . characterised 
as “the proverbial assessment tail wagging the curriculum dog”’. These exam-
ples warn us of the dangers of identifying such skills as explicit objectives of 
an educational system. 

Thus evaluation of ancillary skills based on specifc research, rather 
than testing of learners, may be the best approach to confrming their pos-
itive impact on learning. Section 9.6 gives an account of the kind of impact 
research which could efectively evaluate this category of learning outcome. 
This would be preferable to trying to measure and objectify skills and disposi-
tions which cannot readily be measured or objectifed without risking subver-
sion of the very thing we wish to measure. 

8.4.3 Can evidence be re-purposed? 
Another issue concerning the proper use of evidence relates to how evidence 
collected in the classroom for formative purposes might be recycled for sum-
mative purposes. The ARG literature proposed that, for example: ‘Teachers 
also need to be clear about the ways in which information gathered as part of 
teaching can be used formatively to help learning and then summarised and 
judged against reporting criteria for summative uses’ (Harlen 2009). 

As discussed earlier, the distinction between what Harlen calls big and small 
ideas, and which we distinguish as the emergent relationship of higher-order 
skills to lower-level learning objectives, makes such re-interpretation difcult. 
In fact, it is quite unreasonable to expect that a measure constructed from 
the results of lower-level observations (for example, classroom tests or exer-
cises with a lexico-grammatical focus) should correlate highly with students’ 
demonstration of higher-order communicative skills. We might also conclude 
that it is unnecessary, as what is fnally tested and accredited should relate 
to the higher-order skills, or at least rank them signifcantly higher than the 
lower-level curriculum objectives. 
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8.4.4 Evidence of how students learn: Big data 
This discussion of evidence has focused on learning in terms of how it 
changes the learner. A diferent perspective is to consider how evidence might 
deepen our understanding of the skill or competence itself. English Profle 
(www.englishprofle.org) is a large-scale study which has produced a linguis-
tic description of CEFR levels, identifying salient features of each level based 
on an extensive corpus of learner performance data (Hawkins and Filipović 
2012). Such approaches use big data, as such very large datasets are known, 
to discover regular patterns which would otherwise be impossible to detect, 
in order, for example, to model the behaviour and the learning trajectory of 
diferent groups of learners. 

There are already many online learning environments which attempt in 
diferent ways to model learning, based on the availability of big data that 
records the interaction of learners with the system. Such systems use machine 
learning techniques to improve the way they interact with the learner. 

Pellegrino et al’s (2001) book Knowing What Students Know: The Science 
and Design of Educational Assessment explores how human teachers or intel-
ligent systems might be able to use explicit models of cognitive processes to 
diagnose learners’ individual states of understanding and help them progress. 
Such a programme is essentially an attempt to model in detail the states of 
knowing or partial knowing which are explored in the dialogic interaction 
between teacher and learner that is the locus of learning. 

Evidence for learning based on big data is likely to become an increasingly 
signifcant feld in the coming years. 

8.5 The validity of Learning Oriented Assessment 
It is too early to talk of validating the model of Learning Oriented Assessment 
presented in this volume, given that no fully comprehensive implementation 
has yet been attempted. However, it is possible to review the issues that need 
to be addressed in any implementation, and the evidence of validity which 
might be provided. 

Turner (2012) reviews the emergence of CBA as a feld of activity separate 
from high-stakes assessment, and requiring a diferent conceptualisation of 
the fundamental concepts of reliability and validity. In the belief  that setting 
a new research agenda would be timely, she poses six questions, which we will 
answer below with reference to the arguments put forward in this volume. 
Turner’s questions are shown slightly paraphrased below, together with our 
current best answers: 
• What are the quality criteria? How can reliability and validity be 

reconceptualised within a socio-cultural framework? 
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We have identifed a range of high-level outcomes of learning within a social 
constructivist approach: competence in the core subject, but also the learning 
how to learn skills and dispositions that should lead to signifcantly better 
learning both at school and throughout life (see Chapter 5). The validity of 
learning-oriented assessment will be demonstrated above all in these signif-
cantly better outcomes. 

This requires that outcomes can be measured, implying the availability 
of well-designed and administered large-scale assessments. It is particularly 
important that these assessments function in an ecological manner, support-
ing the achievement of classroom learning objectives rather than subverting 
them. For classroom-based learning-oriented assessment to be efective it 
must be allowed to focus primarily on learning, and not be made to serve 
other functions which risk undermining its validity (see also section 7.5). 
• What are the characteristics of assessment tasks that provide a context for 

learning? What is the evidence for these bringing about change in learning? 

Interactional authenticity is key (see section 3.3.1). Tasks are contexts for pur-
poseful interaction, not exercises to be completed. While curricular objectives 
will necessarily specify lower-level, detailed objectives, how these contribute 
to the emergence of higher-order communicative skills must be carefully con-
sidered. Approaches such as focus on form (see section 3.3.1) can help achieve 
the necessary articulation. 
• What is the nature of teacher/student feedback and refection that 

infuences the efort towards and outcome of further learning? 

To be efective this must be based on serious interaction within a group. A 
socio-cultural constructivist approach favours this. The roles of teacher and 
learner in the classroom may need radical adjustment (see section 3.4.2), 
giving learners more power to control their own learning. 
• What defnes the role(s) and responsibilities of ‘assessor’? How do 

teachers and students interpret their roles? What impacts on their decision-
making? 

Peer-assessment and self-assessment are skills that will enable learners to 
take responsibility for their learning. Teachers must learn to share the role 
of assessor, and must focus equally on immediate goals and higher-order 
outcomes. How assessment and the provision of feedback is conducted, and 
how this impacts on learners’ approach to learning, are important issues (see 
section 3.4.1). Above all, assessment must not be seen as a function outside 
learning, but rather as an integral aspect of the learning process. 
• How do teachers reconcile CBA and preparation for external tests? What 

are the commonalities needed to create coherence across these diferent 
assessment components? 
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Such reconciliation of the goals of external and classroom-based learning-
oriented assessment absolutely requires the adoption of a shared, 
construct-based conception of objectives (Daugherty et al 2008, see also 
section 9.1). A focus on tasks and interactional authenticity potentially pro-
vides the link between the four worlds of the learner, the school, society and 
assessment, although we have indicated issues of comparability across con-
texts, given that performance in all contexts is scafolded in some way. 

As stated above in addressing the frst point, it is also essential that the dis-
tinct purposes of classroom-based learning-oriented assessment and large-
scale external assessment be clearly identifed, and classroom work stringently 
protected against subversion, e.g. in the way outcomes are directed towards 
accountability purposes. 
• How should pre-service and in-service teachers be supported so they can 

efectively engage in assessment that supports learning? 

To quote the title of James and Pedder (2006), we must go beyond method. 
Teachers should understand and be able to work from frst principles in 
their approach to implementing learning-oriented assessment, be absolutely 
clear about the higher-order skills which make up the targeted outcomes, 
and be competent in linking curricular objectives to those outcomes. High-
quality pre-service and in-service training is certainly essential, and clarity 
as to objectives must be shared across all levels: the literature reviewed in this 
volume repeatedly confrms the difculty of successful implementation (see 
section 9.2), given the new and diferent demands placed on all participants 
in the learning process: learners, teachers, assessment bodies and educational 
institutions. 

Our model of Learning-Oriented Assessment insists on the importance 
of a relatively small number of fundamental principles, though it will require 
a high level of expertise on the part of assessment bodies and teachers. We 
acknowledge the practical issues in implementation, but we believe that 
current recognition of the need to improve educational practice and out-
comes, supported by the properly directed expertise of assessment bodies, 
can still be a powerful force for change. 
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9 Implementing Learning 
Oriented Assessment 

‘A problem well put is half  solved.’ 
Logic: Theory of Inquiry (John Dewey 1938:108) 

This chapter looks ahead to the issues to be addressed in the full-scale imple-
mentation of Learning Oriented Assessment. 

It considers some of the concerns which motivate current policy-making 
with regard to educational goals in general or languages in particular. It 
reviews the literature on formative assessment for case studies to illustrate the 
practical difculties, paying particular attention to the lessons of the Asset 
Languages project, which attempted but fnally failed to provide an alterna-
tive assessment framework for languages in England. It looks to the role of 
technology in providing potentially game-changing support for all aspects of 
Learning Oriented Assessment. Finally it illustrates the conduct of impact 
studies in contexts where Cambridge English exams have been adopted within 
state or regional educational systems, with the consequent requirement to 
evaluate outcomes and identify issues. 

9.1 Educational policy-making: The global scale 
A relatively recent historical development in educational policy-making is the 
evolution of a supranational frame of reference, against which outcomes in 
particular countries may be compared. While this is evidence of governments 
showing a keen interest in the success of their education systems, it is not 
without issues. 

Partly this development refects the evolution of supra-governmental 
structures, such as the European Union, with the European Commission as 
its executive. Thus for example the European Commission (2012) identifes 
the further development of  language competences as crucial to employabil-
ity, mobility and growth, contributing to achievement of  the objectives of 
the Europe 2020 strategy on growth and jobs (strictly, national education 
policy does not fall within the remit of  the Commission, but growth and jobs 
do). 

However, the global scale of the current educational frame of reference 
is above all an outcome of the development of a range of international 
educational surveys, including the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS), Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), 
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and Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies 
(PIAAC). The ESLC (frequently referred to in this volume) is a recent 
addition, frst administered in 2012 by the SurveyLang consortium, led by 
Cambridge English (European Commission 2012, Jones 2013). 

International surveys provide at best a partial picture. Critics claim that 
the evidence they provide plays too dominant a part in determining how 
countries compare and evaluate themselves: surveys get too much attention, 
relative to other high-quality educational research (Alexander 2012, National 
Research Council 2003). At the heart of this concern is the tendency of 
policy-makers to interpret survey outcomes simplistically as a league table 
of better- or worse-performing countries, leading to possibly quite ill-judged 
responses. Policy-makers endorse the concept of evidence-based policy, but 
as previous discussion has shown (see sections 8.4 and 7.5), if  the aim is to 
produce better learning then the scope and use of evidence must be much 
more broadly conceived than the simple headline outcomes of international 
surveys. 

Certainly, there is evidence from research that as a way of ‘driving up 
standards’ the managerial conception of evidence-based policy is not 
efective. If  we are to implement ecological models of Learning Oriented 
Assessment, including a role for standardised assessment of the kind prac-
tised by Cambridge English, then this is a crucial message to communicate to 
policy-makers. 

At the same time, the ESLC produced fndings which could readily be 
interpreted as consistent with the model of language learning proposed in 
this volume. Jones (2013:5) summarises thus: 

A language is learned better where motivation is high, where learners 
perceive it to be useful, and where it is indeed used outside school, for 
example in communicating over the internet, for watching TV, or travel-
ling on holiday. Also, the more teachers and students use the language in 
class, the better it is learned. 

This paragraph describes language being used for motivated, purposeful 
communication. However, the ESLC made clear that this ideal learning sit-
uation was approximated only in some countries, and efectively, only for 
English. 

9.2 Worlds of difference: Predictable 
implementation issues 

International educational surveys also remind us how greatly the context of 
education difers across countries: economic and developmental diferences, 
diferent cultural perceptions of the purpose and nature of education, and 
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even national stereotypes (press coverage of the ESLC showed that coun-
tries tended to use the results to confrm their image of themselves as ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’ at languages) – all these factors make clear that Learning Oriented 
Assessment will necessarily have to take into account the specifc context of 
implementation. But at the same time we can learn from the history of form-
ative assessment to identify predictable obstacles to successful implementa-
tion, and perhaps address these better. Black and Wiliam (1998a) ofer three 
conclusions from the literature on teachers’ assessment practices: 
• formative assessment is not well understood by teachers and is weak in 

practice 
• the context of national or local requirements for certifcation and 

accountability will exert a powerful infuence on its practice 
• its implementation calls for rather deep changes both in teachers’ 

perceptions of their own role in relation to their students and in their 
classroom practice. 

Many other authors identify the pitfalls of implementing learning-oriented 
assessment models in various contexts. Issues that successful implementa-
tions will have to address include the following. 
• Policy-makers and politicians must be persuaded of the primary 

imperative of ensuring good classroom practice, and not subverting 
it by inappropriate use of learning outcomes for managerial and 
accountability purposes (Broadfoot 1996:39, Mansell et al 2009). 

• At the same time there are dangers in governments reforming too much 
and too quickly. As Cumming (2009) and Davison and Leung (2009) 
point out, the adoption of criterion-referenced, communicative goals 
for language learning raises fundamental issues about how language 
profciency is defned, how assessments should align to curricula, and 
how pedagogy should approach formative assessment. Such radical 
changes require a very high level of support. 

• A general issue explored by Daugherty et al (2008:244, see also section 
8.1) is that the constructs of interest – the desired goals of learning ‒ 
are ‘often strongly contested and expressed in a multiplicity of ways’. 
Achieving clarity of aims requires attention to construct defnition (see 
section 5.2), to how progression is defned in curricula, to assessment 
procedures, and to misuse of assessment for accountability. 

• Generally, summative models of assessment continue to dominate and 
shape forms of assessment even in contexts intended to be formative 
(Harlen and Malcolm 1996, Leung and Lewkowicz 2006). 

• Teachers tend not to distinguish between formative and summative 
assessment and may even resist reforms that challenge their preference 
for summative assessment (Broadfoot and Black 2004). 

108 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Implementing Learning Oriented Assessment 

• The term ‘formative’ may be interpreted as organised information 
gathering which informs the teacher but doesn’t help students about how 
to make progress towards further learning (Assessment Reform Group 
1999:7). 

• Doing formative assessment well is extremely difcult and calls for 
high levels of teacher competence. Shepard (2000:12) is one of many 
writers to acknowledge this, noting that the social constructivist view of 
classroom assessment which she has presented is an idealisation: ‘clearly, 
the abilities needed to implement a reformed vision of curriculum and 
classroom assessment are daunting.’ 

• In consequence, better teacher training is essential, and it must address 
the fact that teachers may be called to play a leading role in quite 
diferent kinds of assessment: classroom learning-oriented assessment, 
but also high-stakes summative testing (Brindley and Burrows (Eds) 
2001, Cumming 2009, Murray (Ed) 2008, North 2000, Nunan 2007). 

• Implementations may pay too little attention to the learner. While 
teachers need to be highly skilled in learning-oriented assessment, 
Davison and Leung (2009:399) point out that ‘the learner’s role is crucial 
because it is the learner who does the learning.’ 

• Finally, public attitudes and awareness may not favour implementation 
of learning-oriented models. Phelps (1998:16) summarises the results 
of a large-scale survey conducted in the USA: ‘What about “teaching 
to the test” and “narrowing the curriculum”? It would appear that the 
public has strong opinions on both practices: they like them and they 
want them.’ Hattie (2005:12), in an Australian context, observes that 
‘it is incorrect to blame the politicians. They are clearly listening to the 
voters – who want more accountability (which they interpret as tests and 
data)’. 

9.3 Asset Languages: A cautionary tale 
In 2002 a major study – the Nufeld Inquiry – led to the launch of a National 
Languages Strategy, initiating a bold reform to promote communica-
tive ability as the primary goal of language education. Cambridge English 
was contracted to supply the assessment system called for by the National 
Languages Strategy. It was an ambitious project including summative and 
formative strands, and eventually encompassing all the levels of the CEFR 
and 25 languages. For a more detailed account of the Asset Languages 
scheme see Jones (2014). 

In short, the scheme attracted a devoted but relatively small following, and 
fnally it was wound up in 2013 after falling numbers of entries and changes in 
ofcial accreditation policy made it unsustainable. 
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Finally, Asset Languages did not succeed in its attempt to re-focus atten-
tion on the purposeful use of language for communication. It proposed a 
diferent set of educational priorities, but was ultimately unsuccessful in 
communicating these new values to potential users – teachers and school 
heads. The fate of Asset Languages demonstrates that on its own a reform-
ing assessment scheme cannot make a diference. A successful implementa-
tion of Learning Oriented Assessment will integrate coherently curriculum 
design, teaching practice and assessment of outcomes. Reform which does 
not encompass the whole system, or which does not communicate its values 
efectively, is unlikely to succeed. 

9.4 Technology to the rescue? 

Technology ofers us ways of engineering a transformative shift of emphasis 
in how learning is conceived and implemented. It ofers an opportunity to 
‘break out of the box’ (the traditional classroom) and create a wider ecolog-
ical environment to support efective language learning. We have presented 
Learning Oriented Assessment as an integrated system where classroom 
assessment and external large-scale assessment collaborate to contribute evi-
dence both of and for learning. Evidence is the basic currency of Learning 
Oriented Assessment, and technology ofers practical ways of generating and 
interpreting such evidence, and feeding it back into further learning. 

As the John Dewey quotations at the head of each chapter have sought 
to illustrate, the key ideas of social constructivism and of Learning Oriented 
Assessment as developed in this text have been around for a long time, and 
have largely defeated the eforts of generations of educationists. If we believe 
that these are ideas whose time has fnally come, this is down to, among other 
things, the technological support now potentially available. 

Technology can now impact on every stage of learning interaction: 

• Delivery and mediation of assessment and learning tasks: Chapelle (2009) 
considers how SLA theory might inform computer-based learning 
interactions, identifying a number of such learning theories within the 
felds of cognitive linguistics, psycholinguistics, general human learning 
theory, and language in social context. For example, VanPatten’s 
Input Processing theory (VanPatten 2007) focuses on psycholinguistic 
mechanisms for making form–meaning mappings, and thus could 
inform the construction of instructional materials to exploit this 
theory. 

• Capturing and recording data: A detailed record can be captured of 
individual and group performance on tasks, formative classroom 
interactions, students’ own individual records of and refections on their 
learning, both in and beyond the classroom. 
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• Tracking progress against goals: Achievement against curriculum goals 
and higher-order criterion-related performance can be monitored. 

• Individualisation of the learner’s experience: Students’ performance can 
be interpreted and appropriate feedback provided instantly, orienting 
the learner with respect to successful learning as well as problem areas. 
Learning can be made more efective by tailoring tasks to particular 
features of learners: their overall profciency level, specifc issues relating 
to, for example, frst language, possibly choice of topic, learning style, 
and so on. 

• Extending learners’ experience of language beyond the classroom, 
providing more authentic tasks and learning experiences. 

• Enabling new forms of learning interaction, such as real-time or 
asynchronous communication, perhaps with students in a diferent 
country. Clearly, maximising engagement in authentic, meaningful 
communication is an essential element of the social constructivist 
classroom. 

• Improving our understanding of learning: Computers can identify 
patterns in very large datasets and apply machine-learning techniques to 
progressively improve the algorithms that drive the interaction between 
the learner and the system. This may provide new insights into the 
nature of learning. 

Creative thinking is needed in this area. Above all, evidence must be gener-
ated in the classroom, co-constructed with students and fed back into further 
learning: turning evidence into action is critical. 

9.5 New contexts of learning 
In the previous section we referred to the classroom as the locus of learn-
ing, and to classroom-based learning-oriented assessment as the interactive 
process which leads to learning. This will doubtless continue to refect most 
contexts of learning which would be of interest; however, technology already 
supports a number of new approaches to learning, ofering alternatives to the 
traditional classroom. 

9.5.1 The fipped classroom 
The fipped classroom is a pedagogical model in which the typical lecture and 
homework elements of a course are reversed. So far more commonly applied 
in higher education, the most typical format for the material to be studied at 
home is an online video recording of a lecture, perhaps even delivered by a 
heavyweight academic; the classroom activity involves the same or a diferent 
teacher, whose role is to animate and control a session of group-based work. 

111 



Learning Oriented Assessment

 

 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

This enables students to exchange ideas and confrm and deepen their under-
standing of the material; the teacher’s time is more productively spent in ani-
mating this process. With its aim of ensuring that classroom time is spent as 
far as possible on collaborative work, the fipped classroom clearly incorpo-
rates social constructivist principles. 

9.5.2 MOOCs 
A recent development in distance education (c.2012) is MOOCs: Massive 
Open Online Courses. A MOOC is an online course aimed at unlimited par-
ticipation and open access via the web. MOOCs can deliver teaching through 
a range of traditional course materials such as videos and readings, but their 
most characteristic feature is the interactive user forums that bring together 
learners and teachers in a virtual learning community. 

MOOCs share properties of the fipped classroom: learning material is pre-
sented largely in transmission mode, but the learning experience is enhanced 
through subsequent group discussions within a virtual learning community. 

9.5.3 Adaptive learning 
A substantial number of companies with backgrounds in information tech-
nology or in educational courseware are now ofering adaptive learning 
systems which set out to individualise learning by catering to the specifc 
needs or preferences of each learner. Such a system may be deployed with 
or without a role for a human teacher, although experience shows that some 
form of central direction is of beneft. The responsibility for directing learn-
ing might by negotiated between teacher, learner and the system. The adap-
tive system comprises a number of models: 
1. The expert (or construct) model defnes the underlying skills to 

be taught. Thus, it could describe progressively higher levels of 
performance in terms of the tasks and performance levels expected of 
learners at diferent levels. 

2. The teacher (or instructional) model fulfls the role of teacher (unless 
there is a human teacher in a blended learning environment) and 
manages the form of content presentation and development within the 
adaptive learning environment. 

3. The learner (or student) model builds a picture of the individual learner. 
The simplest interpretation of a learner’s skill level is the method 
employed in computer-adaptive testing, which relates purely to an 
estimate of the learner’s ability, based on the difculty of the tasks which 
can be successfully completed (see the presentation of IRT in section 
6.3). This allows learners to be directed to content at an appropriate level 
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of difculty. A more sophisticated student model would deduce other 
features of the learner’s style, such as their learning and forgetting rate, 
or preference for particular forms of presentation. 

Adaptive learning is clearly relevant to the development of learning-oriented 
assessment theory and practice, and vice versa: the insights into the processes 
of learning developed in this volume feed naturally into work on the algo-
rithms underlying adaptive learning. The capacity of the adaptive system 
to capture and analyse huge amounts of data can enable detection of subtle 
patterns in behaviour related to the interactions between the expert, teacher 
and learner models, which in turn should feed back into identifying optimal 
approaches to human-led classroom learning-oriented assessment. 

9.6 Positive impact by design 
The concept of Learning Oriented Assessment has grown out of studies of 
the impact of introducing Cambridge English exams into national education 
systems – a development which has become a signifcant area of research. 
The notion of positive impact starts from the premise that an assessment 
body has a duty to maximise the positive and minimise or eliminate negative 
impact, aiming at ‘positive impact by design’ (Saville 2009, 2012). Learning 
Oriented Assessment may be seen as a theory of action aimed at achieving 
positive impact by design. 

The focus in this section thus moves from the evidence needed to imple-
ment Learning Oriented Assessment to the evidence needed to evaluate the 
impact of a given implementation. Impact can be studied in quantitative 
terms, such as measured levels of performance on tests, but qualitative eval-
uation is also critically important. It helps understand why and how learning 
is happening, at a number of levels, including most importantly the level of 
classroom interaction. 

The Learning Oriented Assessment model aims at broadening the range 
of evidence collected in the classroom, exploiting a range of technologies 
to capture process data, such as records of groups working collaboratively. 
Primarily intended as feedback into learning, such rich data will also have 
a role to play in impact research, and research will equally feed back into 
improving classroom practice. Thus implementing Learning Oriented 
Assessment will logically entail aligning its theoretical framework and data 
model with that of impact research. 

In the next sections we illustrate methodological approaches to the 
study of impact, as well as the issues which may emerge from such evalua-
tion. Salamoura, Khalifa and Docherty (2014) present the background and 
development of the concept of positive impact, illustrating with two case 
studies, conducted in Vietnam (Khalifa, Nguyen and Walker 2012) and Spain 
(Ashton, Salamoura and Diaz 2012, Salamoura, Docherty and Hamilton 
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2013). The following section draws on that paper, and includes a summary of 
the frst of these studies. 

9.6.1 Studies of impact 
Bachman was one of the frst scholars to present impact as a quality of a 
test which should be integrated within the overarching concept of test useful-
ness (e.g. Bachman and Palmer 1996). In 1992 Cambridge English introduced 
impact as one of its four essential qualities for test development and valida-
tion: Validity, Reliability, Impact and Practicality, or VRIP. 

Milanovic and Saville (1996) proposed an early model for achieving pos-
itive impact, focusing on the importance of working with stakeholders in a 
given context. It built on four maxims: 
1. Plan 
2. Support 
3. Communicate 
4. Monitor and evaluate. 
Planning implies the development of testing systems and processes according 
to an explicit cyclical and iterative model. This requires regular reviews and 
revisions, allowing for improvements to be made when necessary (Cambridge 
English 2013:31–32, Saville 2003:57–120). Support concerns all stakeholders 
involved in learning and teaching towards internationally available exami-
nations. Communication concerns engaging with stakeholders and provid-
ing an appropriate level of information (Cambridge English 2013:31–32). 
Monitoring and evaluation acknowledges the essential requirement to collect 
data on test performance and on the contextual features of particular groups 
of test takers. This involves routine analysis, as well as specifc research pro-
grammes to investigate impact efectively. The discussion of evidence in this 
chapter makes clear the complexity of the data relevant both to achieving and 
identifying positive impact in the classroom. 

Saville (2009) proposes a meta-framework for conducting impact research 
efectively under operational conditions. This enables anticipated positive 
impacts to be achieved more efectively, and the introduction of improve-
ments to systems, as necessary. Positive impact starts with test design. It sets 
out to anticipate possible consequences of using a test in particular contexts 
(Saville 2009, 2010). Key concepts within this model include: 
• Test construct. Impact by design builds on Messick’s (1996:252) idea of 

achieving ‘validity by design as a basis for washback’. As illustrated in 
section 5.2, test development and validation should be based on explicit 
defnitions of the tested constructs. Adequate construct specifcation 
helps ensure that the test is ft for purpose and that its validity is not 

114 



 

 

 

  

 

 

Implementing Learning Oriented Assessment 

threatened by construct underrepresentation or construct irrelevant 
variance (Messick 1996:252). 

• Test delivery systems. For the test to operate efectively in a given social 
and educational context the construct must be refected in all teaching 
and learning preparatory to the test. This underlines the need for 
efective communication and collaboration with stakeholders, as noted 
in the Maxims 2 and 3, and discussed further in the Cambridge English 
Principles of Good Practice, Section 2 (Cambridge English 2013). 

• Context. As illustrated in section 9.2, context is critical in investigating 
educational processes. Understanding the nature of context and the 
roles of stakeholders was an early priority for Cambridge (Taylor 2000). 
Education proceeds within complex systems with dynamic interplay 
between many sub-systems and ‘cultures’ so that understanding 
participant roles is critical to bringing about intended changes (e.g. 
Fullan 1993, 1999, Thelen and Smith 1994, Van Geert 2007). It is 
particularly important to understand the interplay between the macro 
and micro levels in a given context, and to determine elements which 
facilitate or hinder desired outcomes. 

• Timeline. Understanding test impact in a new context requires a 
long-term validation plan, with consequences for the design and 
implementation of an impact study. Several phases may be involved, so 
that comparative data over time can be captured. 

We should think of impact by design as more about anticipation than predic-
tion. Possible impacts on both micro and macro levels can be anticipated as 
part of the design and development process, and where potentially negative 
consequences are anticipated, remedial actions or mitigations can be planned 
well in advance. See also Khalifa and Saville (2016). 

9.6.2 Research methods 
The epistemological principles underlying choice of research methods for 
evaluating test impact refect the stance of critical realism (Sayer 1984, 2000), 
while theories of knowledge and learning are coherent with pragmatism, con-
structivism and a situated cognition perspective (see section 3.1.1). Impact by 
design is situated in ‘real world’ research paradigms which set out to deter-
mine ‘what goes on’ in contexts of test use (Robson 2002). Research is shaped 
bottom up – from individual perspectives to broader, more general under-
standings. The approach is participatory in nature, seeking collaboration 
with and involvement from various stakeholders. 

Impact questions are particularly suited to mixed methods research 
(Creswell and Plano Clark 2011:69, Moeller, Creswell and Saville (Eds) 
2016). Cambridge English has created an ‘impact toolkit’ of methods and 
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approaches for carrying out analyses of both large-scale aggregated data, 
as well as micro analyses of views, attitudes and behaviours in local settings. 
Quantitative analysis of macro-level group data allows us to capture overall 
patterns and trends, while the qualitative analysis of multiple single cases 
enables researchers to monitor variability in local settings and to work with 
the ‘ecological’ features of context. The integration of both analyses pro-
vides an in-depth understanding of the data, ofering insight and practical 
interpretation. 

Finally it is important to highlight the composition of the impact research 
teams. Collaboration between the examination provider and local research-
ers is essential. It ensures capture of relevant data, deeper and more accurate 
understanding of the educational context, and insight into both macro- and 
micro-level contextual parameters. Many issues arising can only be resolved 
if  a wide range of local stakeholders agree to jointly acceptable solutions; the 
challenge is to get the relevant stakeholders working together efectively. 

9.6.3 Research questions 
The studies reported by Ashton et al (2012) and Salamoura et al (2013) relate 
to the primary or primary/early secondary education context. They investi-
gate the introduction of external assessments within local educational pro-
grammes introduced in state or state-subsidised schools, with the aim of 
improving English language learning outcomes. Research questions were the 
same for both studies: 
1. What is the intended/unintended impact of the educational initiative? 
2. What is the impact of the test/new initiative on key stakeholders, namely, 

teachers and learners? 
Common constructs explored under these two questions include: attitudes 
towards teaching, learning and assessment; learner and teacher motiva-
tion; learner progression; teaching practice/development; parental involve-
ment. Both studies used multiple data sources in a convergent parallel mixed 
methods research design (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011). 

Instruments were selected from the Cambridge English ‘impact toolkit’ 
and adapted for the specifc context where necessary using expert judgement 
prior to implementation. Quantitative instruments included surveys and 
test score data; qualitative instruments comprised interviews and, for young 
learners in particular, focus groups. Both studies were collaborations between 
Cambridge English and local researchers with an in-depth knowledge of the 
local context. See also Moeller, Creswell and Saville (Eds) (2016). 
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9.7 Steps in implementation 
The case for Learning Oriented Assessment presented in this volume has 
been built from theory, or principles. We believe that a strong theoretical base 
is necessary for successful implementati on. Figure 9.1 provides a fnal outline 
of the journey made in this volume: from theory to practice, and back again 
to theory. 

Figure 9.1 Steps in implementation: From policy to evaluation of outcomes 

Learning Oriented
Assessment 

Curriculum 

Teacher 
training Materials 

Capacity
building 

Assessment 

2. Language
policy 

3. A theory of 
action 

4. The vision 

5. Development,
implementation 

6. Progress
monitoring 

7. Outcomes 
evaluated 

against goals 

Definition of goals: better learning
outcomes, benefits to society 

Socio-cultural theory, constructivism, theories of 
knowledge, theories of change 

Measurement Assessment Evaluation 

Impact studies 

8. Technology 

1. Stance The perspective of an examining body, influenced by 
critical realism, contemporary pragmatism 

Socio-cultural theor 

1. Stance is the perspective of the examining body: the set of principles 
which inform our approach to assessment. 

2. Language policy is framed by governments, who may accept the 
assistance of the exam body if  they share its goals and stance. Policy 
must have the scope and weight to produce the transformations in 
practice which may be necessary. 

3. A theory of action seeks to ensure that implementation is coherent, 
consequential and rational. It will have several dimensions. At the level 
of the classroom we must go beyond method, equipping teachers (and 
learners) to understand and apply the socio-cultural, constructivist 
principles behind the method. More generally, the theory of action 
should draw on complexity science as applied to studying change in 
organisations (businesses, or schools). Saville (2009) states that: 
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. . . educational systems are complex and dynamic so that linear or 
causal relationships between planned changes and actual outcomes 
cannot be predicted with any certainty. The consequences – intended and 
unintended ‒ emerge after the test has been “installed” into its real-life 
contexts of use . . . From this perspective the overall validity of an assess-
ment system is an emergent property resulting from a test interacting 
with contexts over time. 

4. Learning Oriented Assessment is the name we have given to the 
comprehensive system which has better learning as its goal. 

5. Implementation of  this system will require a series of co-ordinated 
developments: teacher training, curriculum and materials development, 
an approach to assessment integrating both classroom and external 
assessment, and capacity-building where the necessary skills are lacking. 

6. The Learning Oriented Assessment model includes the tools for 
monitoring progress and giving feedback that can be directed to bringing 
about further improvements. 

7. Impact studies will provide evidence for the fnal success of the project. 
However, as the properties of a complex system are critically shaped in 
interaction with its environment (context), accurate prediction is not 
possible. 

Figure 9.1 also fnds a place for technology, shown as a facilitating resource 
supporting the development of the system at a number of levels. As discussed 
in section 9.4, technology seems to hold the promise of individualising teach-
ing and learning, monitoring and supporting each learner’s progress, and 
thus enabling signifcant gains. 

9.8 A conclusion 
Sceptical readers who have got this far may still feel that examination boards 
are the last people to whom the future of education should be entrusted. They 
can point to recent episodes such as the impact of the No Child Left Behind 
legislation in the United States, or to the ‘perverse incentives’ created by the 
use of school exam results for accountability purposes in the UK. They can 
cite governments’ use of exams and testing to ‘drive up standards’, and its 
demonstrable failure to do any such thing. 

They can point to Finland, which performs so highly on international 
surveys, and yet ‘has no national tests, no league tables, no draconian national 
system of inspection, no national teaching strategies, and indeed none of the 
so-called “levers” of systemic reform in which the British government has 
invested so much’ (Alexander 2012:12). Doubtless, educational assessment 
can be part of the problem, or part of the solution. 
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We can, of course, speak only for Cambridge English Language 
Assessment. In this volume we have introduced a model of Learning Oriented 
Assessment which seeks to put learning at the heart of assessment. It has not 
come out of nowhere: over the years the range of Cambridge English exami-
nations has grown into a ‘learning ladder’ of objectives, covering all levels of 
competence, and well supported by textbook publishers, as well as through 
the wraparound services ofered by Cambridge English itself. Learning 
Oriented Assessment is a response to the changing profle of the candidature, 
and particularly the adoption of the exams in compulsory education where 
English language is often an obligatory part of the curriculum from elemen-
tary school upwards, where there may be a need for closer engagement with 
teaching and learning, and more risk of adverse impact. 

Implementing Learning Oriented Assessment is partly a question of 
re-purposing core assessment competences: the defnition of constructs that 
explicitly link learning outcomes to the real world; the writing of tasks which 
embody those constructs; the use of criterion reference to ofer learners a 
clear, meaningful picture of progress; and the capacity to measure that pro-
gress accurately. All of these have immediate relevance to the classroom. 

What is new is the model for engagement with particular contexts of 
learning at all levels, from ministries down to the classroom. Every context 
difers: as the ESLC demonstrated, levels of language-learning achievement 
in European schools vary from very high (Sweden) to very disappointing 
(England), with every possible level in between. So even in Europe, there is 
a great deal to be done to improve language-learning outcomes. The CEFR 
ofers an accessible, action-oriented model for language learning, but it is 
striking that many countries who make reference to the CEFR are failing 
to understand or implement its philosophy. A relatively simple adjustment 
towards learning-oriented assessment concepts might produce substantial 
gains. 

If  the potential of Learning Oriented Assessment is to be realised it will 
require co-ordinated changes at every level. Policy-makers must recognise 
the harm done to learning by using exam results for managerial purposes – a 
position predicated on mistrust and failure. There is a more attractive alterna-
tive: to allow exams to encourage higher achievement by focusing on valued 
learning outcomes, rather than on uninterpretable grades. If  this can be done 
then learning the subject becomes the most efective form of exam prepara-
tion, predicated on trust and success. 

In this volume we have linked classroom-based Learning Oriented 
Assessment to a small set of fundamental principles, including: 
• the school is a community and learning is a social process 
• learning concerns personal development of attitudes, dispositions and 

skills vital to present and future learning 
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• teaching and assessment goals must be closely aligned to specifc 
desirable outcomes (communicative ability, in the case of languages) 

• language learning involves the purposeful use of language to 
communicate personally signifcant meanings 

• tasks must have interactional authenticity, that is, learners’ cognition is 
engaged on the communicative task at hand, not on winning positive 
appraisal of performance 

• evidence drawn from classroom interaction should be fed back to 
promote further learning, so must be systematically captured. 

With these principles in place the classroom can focus on learning: there 
are no conficting purposes. Protecting this environment is critical to learn-
ing. The above principles are not negotiable, even if  we recognise that each 
context must be treated on its own terms, and that we must be prepared to 
deal with a long process of transition. Along with others who have discov-
ered the difculty of doing formative assessment well, we will doubtless fnd 
that implementing change is a long-term process. Teacher training will be a 
key aspect of any implementation. Technological support for the teacher in 
collecting and using evidence will be important. However, even if  Learning 
Oriented Assessment implies mastering new methods, it is teachers’ endorse-
ment of the basic principles which will make the fundamental diference. 

Teachers espousing these fundamental principles and supported by train-
ing and purpose-built Learning Oriented Assessment classroom materials 
and tools will, in turn, be empowered to: 
• set both higher-order learning outcomes and more specifc curricular 

objectives, acknowledge their complementary aims, and understand the 
necessity that these two ought to be aligned in terms of goals, constructs 
and frames of reference for learning to work 

• identify the diferent types of assessment and their purposes 
• use them to elicit complementary evidence for and of learning (e.g. from 

an informal classroom interaction which yields feedback on curricular 
objectives to large-scale assessment which links performance to higher-
order learning goals) 

• collect this evidence in a systematic way and make appropriate 
interpretations 

• turn evidence into individualised learning by providing feedback and 
necessary scafolding to help learners operate within their zone of 
proximal development 

• ultimately, build learners’ ability to learn, producing better learning and 
better outcomes. 

In writing this volume we have focused on language education, but the most 
valuable gain in our own understanding which this study has provided is the 
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realisation that the key skills which make good learners are transferable across 
subject disciplines. To state what should be obvious, but is too often forgot-
ten: education is not about the transmission of content, but about changing 
the person, and equipping them to continue their development in the world 
beyond school. 
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Appendix 1 
Assessment for learning: 10 principles 
(Assessment Reform Group 2002) 

Principle 1: Assessment for learning should be part of efective 
planning of teaching and learning 
A teacher’s planning should provide opportunities for both learner and 
teacher to obtain and use information about progress towards learning goals. 
It also has to be fexible to respond to initial and emerging ideas and skills. 
Planning should include strategies to ensure that learners understand the 
goals they are pursuing and the criteria that will be applied in assessing their 
work. How learners will receive feedback, how they will take part in assessing 
their learning and how they will be helped to make further progress should 
also be planned. 

Principle 2: Assessment for learning should focus on how 
students learn 
The process of learning has to be in the minds of both student and teacher 
when assessment is planned and when the evidence is interpreted. Learners 
should become as aware of the ‘how’ of their learning as they are of the 
‘what’. 

Principle 3: Assessment for learning should be recognised as 
central to classroom practice 
Much of what teachers and learners do in classrooms can be described as 
assessment. That is, tasks and questions prompt learners to demonstrate 
their knowledge, understanding and skills. What learners say and do is then 
observed and interpreted, and judgements are made about how learning can 
be improved. These assessment processes are an essential part of everyday 
classroom practice and involve both teachers and learners in refection, dia-
logue and decision-making. 
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Principle 4: Assessment for learning should be regarded as a 
key professional skill for teachers 
Teachers require the professional knowledge and skills to: plan for assess-
ment; observe learning; analyse and interpret evidence of learning; give feed-
back to learners and support learners in self-assessment. Teachers should be 
supported in developing these skills through initial and continuing profes-
sional development. 

Principle 5: Assessment for learning should be sensitive and 
constructive because any assessment has an emotional impact 
Teachers should be aware of the impact that comments, marks and grades 
can have on learners’ confdence and enthusiasm and should be as construc-
tive as possible in the feedback that they give. Comments which focus on the 
work rather than the person are more constructive for both learning and 
motivation. 

Principle 6: Assessment should take account of the importance 
of learner motivation 
Assessment that encourages learning fosters motivation by emphasising pro-
gress and achievement rather than failure. Comparison with others who have 
been more successful is unlikely to motivate learners. It can also lead to their 
withdrawing from the learning process in areas where they have been made to 
feel they are ‘no good’. Motivation can be preserved and enhanced by assess-
ment methods which protect the learner’s autonomy, provide some choice 
and constructive feedback, and create opportunity for self-direction. 

Principle 7: Assessment for learning should promote 
commitment to learning goals and a shared understanding of 
the criteria by which they are assessed 
For efective learning to take place learners need to understand what it is they 
are trying to achieve ‒ and want to achieve it. Understanding and commit-
ment follows when learners have some part in deciding goals and identifying 
criteria for assessing progress. Communicating assessment criteria involves 
discussing them with learners using terms that they can understand, provid-
ing examples of how the criteria can be met in practice and engaging learners 
in self-assessment. 
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Principle 8: Assessment for learning should ensure that 
learners receive constructive guidance about how to improve 
Learners need information and guidance in order to plan the next steps in 
their learning. Teachers should: pinpoint the learner’s strengths and advise 
on how to develop them; be clear and constructive about any weaknesses and 
how they might be addressed; provide opportunities for learners to improve 
upon their work. 

Principle 9: Assessment for learning should develop the 
learner’s capacity for self-assessment so that they can become 
refective and self-managing 
Independent learners have the ability to seek out and gain new skills, new 
knowledge and new understandings. They are able to engage in self-refection 
and to identify the next steps in their learning. Teachers should equip learners 
with the desire and the capacity to do this for themselves through developing 
the skills of self-assessment. 

Principle 10: Assessment for learning should recognise the full 
range of achievements of all learners 
Assessment for learning should be used to enhance all learners’ opportunities 
to learn in all areas of educational activity. It should enable all learners to 
achieve their best and to have their eforts recognised. 
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Appendix 2 
The Teaching and Learning Research 
Programme (TLRP): 10 principles of 
effective pedagogy (Teaching and 
Learning Research Programme 2007) 

TLRP’s evidence-informed principles are the product of an iterative process 
of consultation and debate between researchers, practitioners, policy-makers 
and the TLRP Directors’ Team. It should be noted that these are in a contin-
uous process of development. 

1. Efective pedagogy equips learners for life in its broadest sense. Learning 
should aim to help individuals and groups to develop the intellectual, 
personal and social resources that will enable them to participate as 
active citizens, contribute to economic development and fourish as 
individuals in a diverse and changing society. This means adopting a 
broad conception of worthwhile learning outcomes and taking issues 
of equity and social justice for all seriously. 

2. Efective pedagogy engages with valued forms of knowledge. Pedagogy 
should engage learners with the big ideas, key skills and processes, 
modes of discourse, ways of thinking and practising, attitudes and 
relationships, which are the most valued learning processes and out-
comes in particular contexts. They need to understand what constitutes 
quality, standards and expertise in diferent settings. 

3. Efective pedagogy recognises the importance of prior experience and 
learning. Pedagogy should take account of what the learner knows 
already in order for them, and those who support their learning, to plan 
their next steps. This includes building on prior learning but also taking 
account of the personal and cultural experiences of diferent groups of 
learners. 

4. Efective pedagogy requires learning to be scafolded. Teachers, train-
ers and all those, including peers, who support the learning of others, 
should provide activities, cultures and structures of intellectual, social 
and emotional support to help learners to move forward in their learn-
ing. When these supports are removed the learning needs to be secure. 
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5. Efective pedagogy needs assessment to be congruent with learning. 
Assessment should be designed and implemented with the goal of 
achieving maximum validity both in terms of learning outcomes and 
learning processes. It should help to advance learning as well as deter-
mine whether learning has occurred. 

6. Efective pedagogy promotes the active engagement of the learner. A 
chief goal of learning should be the promotion of learners’ independ-
ence and autonomy. This involves acquiring a repertoire of learning 
strategies and practices, developing positive learning dispositions, and 
having the will and confdence to become agents in their own learning. 

7. Efective pedagogy fosters both individual and social processes and 
outcomes. Learners should be encouraged and helped to build relation-
ships and communication with others for learning purposes, in order to 
assist the mutual construction of knowledge and enhance the achieve-
ments of individuals and groups. Consulting learners about their learn-
ing and giving them a voice is both an expectation and a right. 

8. Efective pedagogy recognises the signifcance of informal learning. 
Informal learning, such as learning out of school or away from the 
workplace, should be recognised as at least as signifcant as formal 
learning and should therefore be valued and appropriately utilised in 
formal processes. 

9. Efective pedagogy depends on the learning of all those who support 
the learning of others. The need for lecturers, teachers, trainers and 
co-workers to learn continuously in order to develop their knowl-
edge and skill, and adapt and develop their roles, especially through 
practice-based enquiry, should be recognised and supported. 

10. Efective pedagogy demands consistent policy frameworks with support 
for learning as their primary focus. Organisational and system level pol-
icies need to recognise the fundamental importance of continual learn-
ing ‒ for individual, team, organisational and system success ‒ and be 
designed to create efective learning environments for all learners. 
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Appendix 3 
James and Pedder’s (2006) hypotheses 
on assessment for learning 

1. The collaborative engagement of teachers and students in assessment for 
learning processes makes methods and means of learning an explicit and 
critical focus of classroom interaction and enquiry among students and 
between students and teachers. 

2. Through engagement in such explicit and interactive processes, teachers 
are able to help students develop their own and one another’s increasing 
independence in diverse learning situations, including formally examined 
courses of learning. This and the previous characteristic are crucial 
classroom conditions necessary for helping students develop the 
sustainable skills and dispositions for learning how to learn in formal 
educational contexts. 

3. Authentic assessment for learning is grounded in the sustained 
and critical refection of teachers and students with regard to their 
preferences and processes, and the values and beliefs that gain their 
expression in them. 

4. The quality of teaching and learning is enhanced in all situations where 
the assessment for learning methods that are used in classrooms are 
clearly and explicitly leveraged by, or developed out of, a set of values 
and beliefs about learning and teaching, which themselves are the focus 
for dialogue and enquiry in both classroom lessons and other learning 
contexts. 

5. The implication for teachers’ professional learning is that opportunities 
need to be designed and maximised to enable teachers to examine 
critically the values and beliefs that they consider shape their current 
practice. In so far as such learning opportunities clarify for individuals 
and groups of teachers where the key gaps are between their values and 
practices, teachers’ learning can be focused in very practical ways to 
implement more values-informed classroom practices. 
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