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Assessing Assessment: Reflections after attending a conference on
teaching and assessing language proficiency*

Cliff Benson

Major needs exist in both pre- and in-service 
language teacher education with regard to 
assessment.  Among the many issues and 
concerns highlighted during the 38th RELC 
Seminar which are very relevant to Pacific 
language teacher education were:

 the extent of negative backwash of 
examinations on English as a second 
language (ESL) classrooms;

 the ongoing difficulty of setting and 
marking valid and reliable language tests 
and examinations; and

 the swings in fashion in language 
teaching and testing; vocabulary teaching 
and assessment is now back in vogue, for 
example.

Backwash

Negative backwash of examinations on the 
classroom is by no means a new problem.  
It has led to many debates about the pros 
and cons of examinations.  In many Pacific 
schools, for example, teachers admit 
concentrating on teaching towards the 
examination, even if this means leaving 
many learners behind and giving a lot of 

examination-type exercises, which may 
not lead to better language knowledge, but 
which may help pupils to score well in the 
actual examinations.

Speakers at the Singapore conference also 
referred to a culture clash; in the classroom 
culture, the teacher ideally wants to teach 
all students well, whereas the examination 
culture seeks to pass and fail students and 
to norm or rank them.  Unfortunately, as 
noted above, the teacher often succumbs to 
the temptation to worry  only about pupils 
who can pass and to try to help them to score 
as high marks as possible.  This problem 
is exacerbated by society’s obsession with 
marks as well.  A “good” school, as far as 
parents and many head teachers/principals 
are concerned, is one known for good 
examination pass rates and high marks.

It was also stressed that large-scale tests, 
which are designed to norm the testees, 
are not about to go away.  Indeed, some 
are gaining ground, such as the IELTS Test.  
This test has spawned an industry of test 
preparation courses/classes and resource 
materials.  The unabashed aim of these 
classes/courses and materials is examination 
coaching.  Whether real progress in English 
acquisition results is debatable.  However, 
all is not doom and gloom.  It was pointed 
out, for example, that positive backwash 
can also occur.  In other words, if the 
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language examination test types are ones 
which can also facilitate good teaching and 
learning in the classroom, then backwash 
can be positive.  A good example is the use 
of dictation as a teaching and testing tool.

In addition, dialogue between the gate 
keepers (test/examination writers and 
“standards” setters) and the teachers can 
greatly reduce negative backwash.  In Fiji, 
for example, teachers expressed concern 
about testing very advanced technical 
terms in the poetry question in a Year 8 
national examination.  This resulted in an 
improvement in the questions used, which 
positively influenced how poetry is/should 
be taught at this early stage.

Performance-based Assessment

It was pointed out in several papers that: 
“teaching and testing decisions should be 
guided by the performance of each student 
rather than solely by his/her completion of 
assignments and his/her test/examination 
results”  (Brown, conference paper).

Curriculum documents should therefore 
specify what outcomes should result from 
a course.  These outcomes can be expressed 
in terms of what language ‘acts’ students 
should be able to perform to prove whether 
or not they have achieved the outcomes.  As 
a result, internal assessment is regarded as 
being extremely important and fairer on 
students.

‘Portfolios’, a compilation each student 
builds up as a record of his/her performance, 
are being used more and more in language 
classrooms.  However, outcomes-based 
assessment, including the use of a greater 
diversity of assessment tools, faces major 

practical problems.  For example, writing 
outcomes-based curriculum documents 
with detailed performance criteria is a 
mammoth task.  Secondly, the teacher’s 
load is substantially increased.

Teacher Education

The above and other developments have 
major implications for both pre- and in-
service teacher education.  Several speakers 
at the conference claimed that language 
teachers were generally ill-prepared to 
assess language learning well.  Secondly, 
the innovations noted above have led to 
substantial needs to run in-service courses 
for teachers so that the internal assessment 
they engage in is fair, valid and reliable.

Several papers addressed the issue of 
validity (are we testing what we think we 
are testing?) and reliability (does the test 
really allow learners to show what they 
know and does it do this for comparable 
groups of learners?) in language testing.

The Cloze Test

Of great interest was Professor James Dean 
Brown’s keynote presentation entitled 
25 Years of Cloze Testing Research – So 
What?  It was encouraging to learn that, 
provided a cloze test is pre-tested and every 
item is deemed to be valid, cloze is still 
regarded as a very valid and reliable ESL 
testing instrument.  This was encouraging 
because cloze has several major additional 
advantages in that it is easier to prepare 
than many other language tests, it is global 
in nature and can thus encourage good 
teaching practice and, above all, it can be 
objectively scored.
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The Methodology Pendulum Keeps 
Swinging

A final and key issue raised in various 
papers was that the pendulum continues to 
swing back and forth in language teaching 
and learning (and associated testing) 
methodology.  For example, in the heady 
heyday of the communicative approach, 
isolating vocabulary for teaching and testing 
was regarded as inappropriate.  Now, 
however, according to John Read of the 
Victoria University of Wellington in New 
Zealand, vocabulary is back in fashion.  
Also, he and others are engaged in highly 
productive research into ways of better 
assessing learners’ vocabulary knowledge, 
which is still regarded as a valid indicator 
of (as it correlates very well with) overall 
language ability.  Their research includes a 
major project investigating a core academic 
vocabulary corpus.  The aim is to identify a 
limited number of key words which university 
level students need to know regardless of their 
academic discipline.

Conclusion

Teaching and testing English as a Second 
Language (ESL) is a vibrant field.  It was 
enriching to listen to leading authorities on 
language testing and to learn that concerns 
and challenges which we face in the Pacific 
are shared internationally.

With major teacher education initiatives, 
fruitful dialogue between the testers and 
teachers, research and open-mindedness, we 
could see improvements in ESL teaching and 
testing in our region.


