




Beyond Paper-and-Pencil Tests: Good 
Assessment Practices for EFL Classes 

Sandy T. Soto
Eder Intriago Palacios

Johnny Villafuerte Holguín
Coordinators



Título del libro: Beyond Paper-and-Pencil Tests: Good Assessment 
Practices for EFL Classes.

ISBN: 978-9942-24-111-5
Comentarios y sugerencias: editorial@utmachala.edu.ec 
Diseño de portada: MZ Diseño Editorial
Diagramación: MZ Diseño Editorial
Diseño y comunicación digital: Jorge Maza Córdova, Ms.

© Editorial UTMACH, 2018

© Sandy Soto / Eder Intriago / Johnny Villafuerte, por la coordinación 
D.R. © UNIVERSIDAD TÉCNICA DE MACHALA, 2018
Km. 5 1/2 Vía Machala Pasaje
www.utmachala.edu.ec
Machala - Ecuador

Primera edición en inglés, 2018

Ediciones UTMACH

Gestión de proyectos editoriales universitarios 

209 pag; 22X19cm - (Colección REDES 2017)

Título: Beyond Paper-and-Pencil Tests: Good Assessment Practices for EFL 
Classes. / Sandy T. Soto / Eder Intriago Palacios / Johnny Villafuerte Holguín 
(Coordinadores)

ISBN: 978-9942-24-111-5

Publicación digital   

Este texto ha sido sometido a un proceso de evaluación por pares 
externos con base en la normativa editorial de la UTMACH



César Quezada Abad, Ph.D
Rector

Amarilis Borja Herrera, Ph.D
Vicerrectora Académica

Jhonny Pérez Rodríguez, Ph.D
Vicerrector Administrativo

COORDINACIÓN EDITORIAL

Tomás Fontaines-Ruiz, Ph.D
Director de investigación

Karina Lozano Zambrano, Ing.
Jefe Editor

Elida Rivero Rodríguez, Ph.D
Roberto Aguirre Fernández, Ph.D

Eduardo Tusa Jumbo, Msc.
Irán Rodríguez Delgado, Ms.

Sandy Soto Armijos, M. Sc.
Raquel Tinóco Egas, Msc.
Gissela León García, Mgs.

Sixto Chiliquinga Villacis , Mgs.
Consejo Editorial

Jorge Maza Córdova, Ms.
Fernanda Tusa Jumbo, Ph.D

Karla Ibañez Bustos, Ing.
Comisión de apoyo editorial

Advertencia: “Se prohíbe la 
reproducción, el registro o 
la transmisión parcial o total 
de esta obra por cualquier 
sistema de recuperación de 
información, sea mecánico, 
fotoquímico, electrónico, 
magnético, electro-óptico, 
por fotocopia o cualquier 
otro, existente o por existir, 
sin el permiso previo por 
escrito del titular de los dere-
chos correspondientes”.



Contents

Chapter I

Authentic assessment of EFL students in Ecuadorian class-
rooms: What teachers need to know! Be a better teacher, assess 
authentically! .......................................................................................................................... 12
 Hamilton Quezada; Sandy T. Soto

Chapter II
Role-plays as an assessment tool in English as a foreign lan-
guage (EFL) class  ................................................................................................... 49
 María Rojas Encalada

Chapter III
Tools for assessing reading comprehension in English as a 
foreign language programs ......................................................................... 74
 Jessenia Matamoros González; Luis Peralta Sari



Chapter IV
Gaining insights on EFL student performance through mea-
ningful assessment tools  .............................................................................. 96
 Consuelo Gallardo Changotásig; Carmen Cajamarca Illescas; Isabel Quito Gutiérrez

                                    
Chapter V
Authentic assessment & practical tools to reduce test anxi
ety......................................................................................................................................128
              Rebecca Bonarek; Paolo Fabre-Merchan; Gabriela Villavicencio Gordon

Chapter VI
The role of ICT in the evaluation and assessment of English 
as foreign or as a second language  ..................................................... 155
      José Luis Ramírez-Romero; Migdalia Rodríguez-Rosales; Héctor Salazar-Sorcia

Chapter VII
Literature circles, Google apps and corrective feedback to 
assess language learning ..............................................................................182
 Eder Intriago Palacios; Johnny Villafuerte Holguín



To all the people who made the publication of this book pos-
sible.

To those EFL teachers who, day by day, give the best of their 
own for helping their students construct their knowledge 
and learn English in meaningful and effective ways.

Dedication



Individuals´ learning of a second or foreign language has 
been traditionally measured with paper-and-pencil tests. 
Unfortunately, such assessment practice prevents learners 
from demonstrating the skills gained throughout the tea-
ching-learning processes and thus, their actual ability to use 
the target language effectively. It also limits learners from 
receiving positive feedback; which opens doors for them to 
improve their language skills.

The language teaching field demands that English as 
Foreign Language (EFL) teachers have a vast knowledge of 
the fundamental concepts and theories that surround the 
assessment of EFL learning. It also requires that professionals 
who teach a foreign language keep up to date with assess-
ment tendencies that go beyond paper-and-pencil tests as 
is the case of authentic assessments. 

Assessment practices that go beyond traditional paper-
and-pencil tests provide students with opportunities to be 
assessed in mental stress-free environments. Teachers who 
promote this alternative form of assessment prompt lear-
ners to perform real-world tasks so that they can demons-
trate their capability to apply essential knowledge and skills 
in creative and meaningful ways. In other words, teachers 
gain insights about how much students have grasped by 
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their actual ability to perform in a specific situation instead 
of the number right or wrong answers they have made on a 
test. 

This book is composed of seven chapters intended to 
inform pre-service and in-service EFL teachers about good 
assessment practices that go beyond the bounds of tests that 
require learners to read questions and respond in writing. 
The first chapter of this book provides EFL educators with a 
menu of authentic assessments that can be implemented in 
their classrooms. It also builds a synopsis of assessment prac-
tices in Ecuadorian EFL classes and the educational policies 
that have been implemented to improve them. 

The second chapter of this book digs into the use of role-
plays as an alternative to assess students´ oral production. The 
chapter is built upon the results of two studies on the topic 
and some research conducted by its author, addressing the 
causes that affect learners´ willingness to speak English. The 
third chapter focuses on the assessment of one of the recep-
tive skills in language learning, reading. This chapter offers 
a compilation of resources for effectively assessing reading 
comprehension in EFL programs; detailing how these resour-
ces intertwine with the reality of EFL settings.

The fourth chapter discusses a set of strategies that have 
been evaluated by the authors of this section through action 
research. Based on their experience, the authors explain how 
such strategies can be used as tools to gain insights, develop 
reflective practice, and improve students’ outcomes as well 
as the teaching environment. 

In the fifth chapter, the readers will learn about the impor-
tance of determining and how to diminish students’ test 
anxiety. This chapter also addresses practical authentic 
assessment tools and scenarios that give language learners 
anxiety-free opportunities to demonstrate their knowledge.

The sixth and seventh chapters have been devoted to the 
use of technology for assessing language learners authenti-
cally. Chapter six analyzes the change from traditional pen 



and paper tests to those that have incorporated technology. 
The authors review the evolution of Information and Com-
munication Technologies based evaluation and assessment 
applications for English as foreign language learning and 
teaching, as well as their advantages and disadvantages, 
current developments, and future trends for technology-ba-
sed assessment practices.

Finally, grounded in an action research intervention, chap-
ter seven examines how the use of Literature Circles, Google 
Apps, and corrective feedback can help students improve 
learners´ English language level. Each chapter in this book 
offers EFL teachers with valuable information on good 
assessment practices. It is expected that the educators who 
read this work consider the suggestions provided here and 
implement them in their practice. We are sure that by doing 
so, these educators will give their students the possibility of 
being assessed authentically; it is to say, by what they can do 
instead of by how many items they get right on a test.   



Abstract 
Assessment practices in EFL settings have been traditio-
nally designed as paper-and-pencil tests. This exercise has 
provided students limited opportunities to be appraised 
and receive feedback based on their actual performance of 
the language in authentic situations; such is the case of the 
educational framework of Ecuador and other countries with 
similar contexts. From the perspective of the Ecuadorian rea-
lity, this work is intended to provide Ecuadorian and other 
EFL educators with possible recommendations to imple-
ment authentic assessments in EFL classrooms. This chapter 
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provides a synopsis of assessment in EFL classes in Ecuador 
and the educational policies that have been recently imple-
mented to regulate and improve its practice. 

Grounded in an exhaustive literature review of the works 
done by the precursors of authentic assessments, the work 
presents a menu of performance-based assessment tasks 
and suggestions about how implementing them to assess 
students´ linguistic skills, as an alternative to the traditional 
tests. These approaches will serve as a model for EFL tea-
chers who are willing to enlist in new evaluation endeavors, 
get out of their comfort zone, and take risks to become bet-
ter teachers.       

 Keywords: authentic assessment, performance-based 
assessment, assessment practices, EFL, Ecuador. 

Introduction
Imagine an EFL classroom in Ecuador in which you are given 
two options to assess your students. The first is the appli-
cation of a traditional paper-and-pencil test whereas the 
second is assigning students to perform an interview. Which 
assessment option do you think would be more likely to pro-
vide you with authentic evidence of students’ learning? It all 
depends on what the assessment goals are. It is certainly 
easy to assume that if the goals are communicative, then 
the interview is the best choice to assess students’ learning 
progress. As stated by Nitko and Brookart (2007), assessment 
is a wide term that refers to the obtainment of data used 
to decide, among others, about students, teaching practice, 
and the curriculum of a particular subject. It can also be said 
that assessment of students’ learning is a controversial and 
even delicate area. This is supported by what Pratt (1994) 
suggested about assessment, indicating that “assessment is 
an area that often produces tension between teachers and 
students” (p. 127).
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 Therefore, considering Pratt’s view about assessment and 
stressing what Nitko and Brookhart asserted, it is important 
that educators reflect upon how they can collect that data by 
having their students work on more authentic and meanin-
gful activities than completing quizzes, questionnaires, and 
taking traditional paper-and-pencil tests. Unlike standardi-
zed tests, which according to Abedi (2010) are “conducted 
mainly for accountability purposes [and ...] do not afford an 
opportunity for students to present a comprehensive picture 
of what they know and can do ...” (p. 1), several authors agree 
upon the idea that authentic assessment is the assessment 
of students’ learning by providing students the opportunity 
to apply what they have learned in the classroom within acti-
vities that resemble real-life like situations and demonstrate 
their innovative abilities (Herrera, Morales & Murry, 2013; Lacy, 
2002; McMillan, 1997; Nitko & Brookhart, 2007; O’Malley & 
Pierce, 1996; Wiggins, 1997; Wiggins, 1993).

 Regarding assessment, evaluation of student progress 
practices in Ecuador has been mostly tied to non-authentic 
assessments such as traditional summative paper-and-pen-
cil tests, quizzes, and homework. Therefore, from the pers-
pective of the Ecuadorian reality, this chapter is intended to 
provide Ecuadorian and other English as a foreign language 
(EFL) educators with feasible recommendations to imple-
ment authentic assessments in EFL classrooms. Authentic 
assessments can provide EFL teachers with a plethora of 
benefits when tracking students’ learning progress. These 
benefits include giving students the opportunity to demons-
trate what they have learned by performing activities that 
they can connect to situations performed in real life. 

Recommendations on how to grade authentic assessments 
through rubrics and checklists are also provided. These sug-
gestions complement each other. Therefore, they will pro-
vide EFL teachers with a concrete research-based rationale 
for the purpose of implementing authentic assessments in 
their classroom as well as how to grade these types of assess-
ments. The next part provides a detailed explanation of the 
structure and organization of this chapter. This will highlight 
the main topics discussed and its components.            
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 This work includes three main sections. The first sec-
tion contains the definition of the problem. In this part, 
the authors have made an analysis of the issues in assess-
ment in Ecuadorian classrooms. According to the authors’ 
experience, there is a limited authentic assessment in EFL 
teachers’ instruction in Ecuador. As a matter of fact, even 
though there have been changes to the Ecuadorian Law of 
Education (Ley Orgánica de Educación Intercultural-LOEI) in 
regards to assessment, a great number of EFL teachers con-
tinue using traditional paper-pencil tests (midterm tests and 
final exams), quizzes, questionnaires and homework as the 
main means to assess and measure their students’ learning 
progress. Consequently, students are still not being provided 
with authentic tasks when their linguistic skills and learning 
progress are assessed.

 In the second section, approaches that the former Ecua-
dorian government implemented in terms of assessment are 
discussed. Those approaches reflect changes in the bylaws 
of the Ecuadorian Law of Education (Reglamento a la Ley 
Orgánica de Educación Intercultural - LOEI). The LOEI con-
templates three types of students’ evaluation within its new 
regulations, 1. Diagnostic, 2. Formative and 3. Summative. In 
regards to formative assessment, the LOEI establishes that 
this type of assessment “[W]ill take place during the learning 
process in order to allow the teacher to make adjustments 
to the teaching methodology, and keep education stakehol-
ders informed on the progress of achieved partial results in 
the integral development of the student” (Presidencia de la 
República del Ecuador, 2012, p. 195). Therefore, Ecuadorian 
EFL educators must be aware that the role of assessment 
goes beyond a final test. It is an ongoing process of monito-
ring student progress throughout the teaching/learning pro-
cess that helps them become informed about the results of 
their teaching practice and student learning.

 The late major event regarding EFL teaching in Ecuador 
has been the launch of Project Advance which includes the 
National English Curriculum Guidelines, Ecuadorian in-ser-
vice English teacher standards-the English Language Lear-
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ning Standards, and Assessment Suggestions. In regards 
to teaching, this project aligned the Ecuadorian in-service 
English Teacher Standards to the standards of the Teachers 
of English to Speakers of other Languages most commonly 
known as TESOL. According to Project Advanced, within the 
assessment domain, the most important indicators state 
that teachers should be knowledgeable about and able to 
use a variety of assessment procedures for students. Use per-
formance-based assessment tools and tasks (e.g., portfolios, 
projects, classroom observations, checklists, reading logs, 
video, and spreadsheet software) that measure students’ 
progress. Use a variety of rubrics to assess students’ language 
developments in classroom settings. (Equipo Técnico de 
Proyecto de Ingles, 2012, p. 6)

 Consequently, with these standards, Ecuadorian EFL tea-
chers have been required to incorporate multiple assess-
ment options and appropriate grading tools in their ins-
truction. These options include tasks that require learners 
to perform in ways that go beyond paper-and-pencil tests 
and the use of rubrics and/or checklists to assess that perfor-
mance and linguistic skills.

 Another important document for this work is the Assess-
ment Suggestions document. This document explicitly pro-
vides tips for teachers in order to improve their assessment 
practices. Several suggestions are very specific, especially in 
regard to testing construction. In terms of the speaking skill, 
teachers “should concentrate on item types that test for real-
life situations. For example, instead of tests of reading aloud 
or telling stories, questions should test students’ ability to 
understand and respond appropriately to such things as 
polite requests, directions, instructions, advice, etc.” (Villalba, 
2012, p. 4). These recommendations encourage teachers 
to aim their student assessment practice for communica-
tion purposes. They require EFL educators to have learners 
demonstrate the improvement of their linguistic skills in 
situations that resemble real contexts.
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 In the third section of the chapter, the authors provide 
recommendations for EFL teachers to deal with issues sta-
ted in the statement of the problem section. Aware of the 
existing gaps in regards to authentic assessment practices in 
Ecuadorian EFL classes as well as the alignments set by Pro-
ject Advance for EFL teachers, the authors of this work have 
proposed two research-based suggestions for Ecuadorian 
EFL educators. The first suggestion is the implementation of 
performance-based assessments which include hands-on 
activities, projects, role-plays, and any other tasks that would 
connect students to real-life situations. The second recom-
mendation has to do with the use of checklists and rubrics to 
provide a more accurate and objective grading of students’ 
work.

 Since research shows evidence about their positive results 
and effectiveness in the assessment of second and foreign 
language learning, the authors believe that the implementa-
tion of these strategies and techniques would provide Ecua-
dorian EFL teachers and EFL teachers from similar contexts a 
canvas of opportunities to authentically assess students. Fur-
thermore, they could also be used as an alternative to sum-
mative assessment which can help to change the picture of 
assessment of students’ progress that still is portrayed within 
EFL classes today. In the next section, we detail background 
information about assessment practices in the Ecuadorian 
context. 

Definition of the Problem

Students’ Assessment in Ecuador: A Brief Background

Ecuadorian education has been forgotten for many years. 
The former president of Ecuador, Rafael Correa, repeatedly 
stated that education in Ecuador had been a “social fraud” 
(Canal 7 de Ecuador TV Pública, 2012). That is because many 
of his predecessors were not concerned about how the qua-
lity of education impacts the progress of the nation. As a 
consequence, education was neglected, and investment in 



Hamilton Quezada; Sandy T. Soto18

it was relatively limited. This issue brought several repercus-
sions that affected what happened inside the public-school 
classrooms. One of these repercussions was reflected in the 
way students’ learning has been assessed for many years. 
The overall nature of students’ assessment was traditionally 
non-authentic. Teachers mostly focused on quantitatively 
measuring students’ progress within a study term through 
mid-term tests and final exams. These tests and exams were 
accompanied with homework grading, quizzes, and ques-
tionnaires. However, students’ knowledge about any subject 
was mainly determined by a number, which was gathered 
through traditional teacher created paper-pencil tests.

Assessment Reality

According to the authors’ experience, in their roles as educa-
tors in Ecuador, there is limited authentic assessment prac-
tice in EFL teachers’ instruction. As participant observers, we 
have observed that a substantial number of EFL teachers are 
still using homework, questionnaires, and the old-fashioned 
paper-and-pencil tests as the only way to assess and mea-
sure their students’ improvement. This means that Ecuado-
rian EFL teachers have based their assessment practice on 
the Grammatical Approach. According to Richards & Rod-
gers (1986), the Grammatical Approach bears in the idea that 
second language learning happens as a result of repetition 
and drills. Assessment in that context requires students to 
memorize, repeat, fill in blanks, and complete sentences. 
Consequently, students are not provided with authentic tasks 
to demonstrate their linguistic skills and learning progress.

The data teachers obtain from these types of assess-
ments typically measures students’ knowledge of grammar, 
vocabulary, reading, and sometimes listening, leaving the 
assessment of students’ speaking skills aside. It means that 
through these usually teacher-made tests or assignments, 
EFL teachers are not assessing all the linguistic skills of their 
students properly. Moreover, all students are assessed under 
the same rules without taking into account their differences 
and individual needs. At this point, it is important to mention 
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that unlike the new educational law, the previous one did not 
differentiate students’ assessment as formative and summa-
tive within its regulations. Instead, it referred to assessment 
as a whole. Similarly, unlike the specifications provided in the 
assessment indicators for English and other subjects, the old 
educational law of Ecuador did not promote the implemen-
tation of authentic assessment practices to assess students’ 
progress. That is the reason why when it came to assessing 
students’ learning, teachers only applied traditional assess-
ment methods, which in the case of EFL was grammar-ba-
sed approach methods. Since EFL teachers have used these 
types of assessments for a long time, they have adopted 
them as their main way of assessing students.

Regrettably, regardless of the purpose of the assessment 
either formative or summative, in the authors’ experience, 
just like in the past, assessment of Ecuadorian students’ 
progress today reveals limited authenticity. What has been 
really happening in Ecuadorian classrooms shows a noto-
rious absence of authenticity within these assessments. Fur-
thermore, since authentic formative assessment is a new 
approach to Ecuadorian education, there are still several mis-
conceptions about its purpose and appropriate implemen-
tation. Although educators try to put somehow into practice 
this new assessment trend, there is still an evident mismatch 
between those intentions and what formative assessment 
is. Likewise, when they refer to summative assessment, they 
mostly associate it with the traditional paper-and-pencil test 
without taking into account other forms of authentic assess-
ments.

Currently, teachers are facing challenges regarding stu-
dents’ assessment practices. This is due to the transition that 
the Ecuadorian education is going through which is a result 
of a total restructuring of the educational system in Ecuador. 
These changes in education have been claimed as the “Edu-
cational Revolution” of President Rafael Correa (Ministerio de 
Educación, 2010). One of the elements that have been res-
tructured as a result of this Educational Revolution has to do 
with a change in the curriculum for the English subject. The 
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new curriculum for EFL classes in Ecuador has a communi-
cative focus, which requires that teachers promote the deve-
lopment of students’ communicative skills (Villalba & Rosero, 
2012). Students are expected to develop their communica-
tional skills to use them in real English speaking settings. 
Accordingly, the communicative approach has become the 
cornerstone of the curriculum for this subject. Sadly, many 
Ecuadorian EFL teachers are still using grammar-based ins-
truction and evaluations in their teaching practice.

 This is reflected in what Scoggin (2011) claimed about stu-
dents learning assessment. In his work Scoggin (2011) stated 
that

 [A]lthough educators are making growing 
efforts to improve their teaching in order to opti-
mize meaningful student learning, assessment 
strategies remain unchanged. For example, des-
pite the fact that there is a tendency for learning 
to become more active, the assessment remains 
focused on written tests characterized by the 
passivity of the student, temporary memoriza-
tion of decontextualized information, the fear 
that it produces in students, and more impor-
tantly, a poor reflection of meaningful learning. 
In summary, the separation between the tea-
ching and learning process and assessment pre-
vents even the best methodology to have the 
desired effect (p. 5).

In our experience as participant observers, we claim that 
the current students’ assessment implemented in EFL class-
rooms is not aligned with the communicative approach. This 
results in a mismatch of the curriculum and what Ecuado-
rian EFL teachers are actually doing in their practice. Assess-
ments in Ecuadorian public high schools are still being con-
ducted under the concept of paper-pencil tests. EFL students 
are not prompted to complete assessment tasks that would 
lead them to develop their communicational skills authen-
tically or to develop authentic products as a result of their 
administration.
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Current Approaches

Approaches for Foreign Language Teaching in 
Ecuador

In Ecuador, English has been taught in a traditional way. 
In the authors’ experience, the grammatical approach has 
been the dominant method in Ecuadorian EFL classes. This 
second language teaching/learning approach is based on 
the idea that for acquiring a second language, individuals 
need to learn grammatical rules and patterns. (Herrera & 
Murry, 2011; Macaro, 2003; Johnson, 2004; Richards & Rogers, 
1986). Teachers, therefore, are to provide explicit instruction 
of grammar rules. EFL teachers do not necessarily need to 
speak the language but be knowledgeable about its gram-
mar. According to the former president of Ecuador Rafael 
Correa Delgado, the reality in Ecuadorian public schools is 
that by the end of their six years of high school instruction, 
Ecuadorian students were unable to speak the English lan-
guage (Canal 7 de Ecuador TV Pública, 2012). That was the 
result of the teaching approach and methods that have 
been applied in Ecuadorian EFL classes for years and the 
low proficiency level of the language (Canal 7 de Ecuador 
TV Pública, 2012). Aware of this issue, the former Ecuadorian 
government intended to move EFL teaching towards a com-
municative focus (Villalba & Rosero, 2012). Unlike the gram-
matical approach, the communicative is framed in a diffe-
rent perspective. Learning a second language happens as a 
result of interaction indirectly (Herrera & Murry, 2011; Macaro, 
2003; Johnson, 2004; Richards & Rogers, 1986). According to 
these authors, students need to use the language for com-
munication and master grammatical functions. That is what 
the former Ecuadorian government expected from students 
to achieve with the new curriculum (Villalba & Rosero, 2012). 
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The New Regulations for Student Assessment

Education in Ecuador has been neglected for years. The 
previous law of education of Ecuador was decreed in 1983 
(Ministerio de Educación del Ecuador, n.d.; Ossenbach, 1998-
1999; Salazar, 2014) and the new one in 2012 (Presidencia 
de la República del Ecuador, 2012). This implies that tea-
chers technically assessed student learning grounded on 
the same assessment regulation for almost three decades. 
The law of education of 1983 established that the “assess-
ment of all levels and stages would be permanent and inte-
gral” (Presidencia de la República del Ecuador, 1983, p. 6). 
This statement of the law was vague and superficial. It was 
a broad perspective of how assessment should be in Ecua-
dor. Furthermore, unlike the new law, it did not differentiate 
between diagnostic, summative, and formative assessments. 
Even though that law indicated that assessment should be 
continuous, according to the authors’ experience, its appli-
cation in Ecuadorian classrooms did not reflect that. This law 
was in force for about 30 years. During that period, not all 
but different governments tried to make improvements in 
the educational system of Ecuador (Ministerio de Educación 
del Ecuador, n.d.; Ossenbach, 1998-1999; Salazar, 2014). Sadly, 
those efforts failed to reach their goal because of the way the 
educational system was structured.

Taking the previous issues, among others, into account the 
current former Ecuadorian government decided to change 
the Law of Education.  The intention to include more types of 
assessments is reflected in the bylaws of the Ecuadorian Law 
of Education (Reglamento a la Ley Orgánica de Educación 
Intercultural - LOEI). The regulations of the LOEI state that 
there are three types of students’ evaluation 1. Diagnostic, 2. 
Formative and 3. Summative. In regards to formative assess-
ment, the LOEI establishes that “It will take place during the 
learning process in order to allow the teacher to make adjust-
ments to the teaching methodology, and keep education 
stakeholders informed on the progress of achieved partial 
results in the integral development of the student” (Minis-
terio de Educación, 2012, p. 195: Presidencia de la Repú-
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blica del Ecuador, 2012). On the contrary, summative assess-
ment “is made to assign a totalizing evaluation that reflects 
the proportion of learning outcomes achieved in a degree, 
course, quimestre or work unit” (Ministerio de Educación, 
2012, p. 195: Presidencia de la República del Ecuador, 2012). 
These two regulations made an important discrimination in 
assessment. They imply that students need to be assessed 
not only at the beginning and the end of a course but during 
the whole process of teaching and learning. Accordingly, it 
exposes that formative assessment is necessary in order for 
teachers to make the necessary accommodations for their 
instruction.

English as a Foreign Language in Ecuador: Project 
Advance

The government of Ecuador became interested in the tea-
ching and learning of English as a Foreign Language in 
public schools during the early 1990s. From then until the 
2000s the curriculum of English was designed under a pro-
gram called the Cradle Project. This project was run under 
an agreement between the Ecuadorian and British Govern-
ment. “The government of Ecuador wished to make the tea-
ching and learning of English in its schools more effective, and 
asked the British Council to help them implement a major 
new project: Curriculum Reform and Development for the 
Learning of English (CRADLE)” (The CRADLE Project, Ecua-
dor, n.d.; Chuisaca & Paucar, 2010; Haboud, 2009). The stake-
holders involved in this project designed a textbook called 
Our World Through English (OWTE). The textbook consisted 
of an entire 6-volume collection, one volume per each grade 
of the high school system. During that period, the Cradle Pro-
ject published many editions of the textbook. Unfortunately, 
teaching English was not as effective as expected. The outco-
mes in terms of students’ English language proficiency were 
not positive. Students from public high schools graduated 
with almost no fluency in the English language. Apparently, 
the curriculum needed adjustments.
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For that reason, the Ecuadorian Ministry of Education relea-
sed the English Teaching Strengthening Project - Advance in 
2012 to circumvent the issues related to the Cradle Project. 
Project Advance updates the National English Curriculum 
of this subject, aligns textbooks to the curriculum, provides 
professional development for in-service English teachers and 
makes improvements to the English teaching profession 
(Fortalecimiento de Inglés, n.d.). These updates resulted in a 
thorough re-examination of the English education program, 
including:

• National English Curriculum Guidelines
•  Ecuadorian in-service English Teacher Standards: The 

English Language Teaching Standards  
•  Classroom Assessment Suggestions for EFL Classes  

National English Curriculum Guidelines
In the National English Curriculum Guidelines, the Ecuado-
rian Ministry of Education stated its intention to insert the 
communicative approach by acknowledging that

[T]he main objective of the present English curri-
culum design is to help students develop their 
communicative language skills through the con-
sideration of the following principles:
Language is a system for the expression and 
conveyance of meaning.
The primary function of language is interaction 
and communication.
The structure of language reflects its functio-
nal and communicative uses. (Villalba & Rosero, 
2012, p. 5)   

Moreover, within the same document, it is stated that “the ... 
English curriculum guidelines are shaped by the CEFR [(Com-
mon European Framework of Reference)] and their under-
lying philosophy is the Communicative Language Teaching 
approach whose syllabus is organized regarding the different 
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language functions the learners need to express or unders-
tand to communicate effectively.” (Villalba & Rosero, 2012, p. 
5). This change has been a huge improvement in the curri-
culum because it conveyed that English should be taught 
as a means of communication. As specified in the National 
English Curriculum Guidelines, the communicative approach 
is mainly characterized by focusing on “real-world contexts: 
Because students will ultimately have to use the language 
productively (through speaking and writing) and receptively 
(through listening and reading) outside the classroom, class-
room tasks/activities must equip students with the neces-
sary skills for communication in everyday contexts.” (Villalba 
& Rosero, 2012, p. 5). Thus, EFL teachers have to modify their 
instruction to achieve the aims of this approach.  

Ecuadorian in-service English Teacher Standards: The 
English Language Teaching Standards
Project Advance aligned the Ecuadorian in-service English 
Teacher Standards to the standards of the Teachers of 
English to Speakers of other Languages most commonly 
known as TESOL. These standards have been divided into 
five domains: language, culture, curriculum development, 
assessment, and professionalism. Since the nature of our 
work is concerned with authentic formative assessment, 
we have strictly directed our attention to the corresponding 
domain, assessment. The assessment standards indicate 
that educators should:

• [Be] knowledgeable about and able to use a variety of 
assessment procedures for students

•  [D]emonstrate understanding of key indicators of good 
assessment instruments

•  [A]ssess students’ language skills and communicative 
competence using multiple sources of information

•  [U]se performance-based assessment tools and tasks 
(eg. portfolios, projects, classroom observations, chec-
klists, reading logs, video, spreadsheet software) that 
measure students’ progress
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• [U]se a variety of rubrics to assess students’ language 
developments in classroom settings. (Equipo técnico de 
Proyecto de Ingles, 2012, p. 6)

Likewise, the English Language Learning Standards (ELLS) 
specify the attainments students are anticipated to reach 
after the completion of a proficiency level. The ELLS are 
grounded in the CEFRL: Learning, teaching, assessment.

 The CEFR basically proposes a scale of six language profi-
ciency levels that go from A1, for those who are at a beginning 
stage, to C2, for those who can use language at high levels 
of discourse. This simplifies the challenge of understanding 
and interpreting levels of progress during the learning pro-
cess and different language qualifications and requirements 
for learners, teachers, and teacher trainers. As a result, the 
CEFR aids employers and educational institutions to com-
pare these qualifications easily and how they relate to both 
locally-tailored as well as international exams. Finally, and in 
order to provide a common ground for language learning, 
the CEFR provides assessment indicators for each language 
skill (i.e. listening, speaking, reading, and writing) (Villalba & 
Rosero, 2012, p. 6).

The ELLS have been based on the CEFR because it provi-
des a common reference that describes objectives, content, 
and methods for English learning. For the Ecuadorian Natio-
nal English Curriculum, they have been divided into three 
different levels (A1, A2, and B1); all of them contain indicators 
that target the four linguistic skills: reading, writing, listening 
and speaking (Equipo técnico de Proyecto de Ingles, 2012). 
Finally, since the ELLS are based on the CEFR, the student 
outcomes described are entirely communicative.

Classroom Assessment Suggestions for EFL Classes
This new communicative-based curriculum requires tea-
chers to modify student assessment to incorporate its new 
standards. Therefore, the Project Advanced published the 
Classroom Assessment Suggestions document. Said sug-
gestions are intended to provide teachers with guidelines 



Authentic assessment of EFL students in Ecuadorian classrooms: What teachers need to know! 
Be a better teacher, assess authentically! 

27

on how to assess students in a more effective and appro-
priate way. In addition, it explicitly states that, in regards to 
students’ assessment, English teachers must follow the legal 
stipulations established in the LOEI. General recommenda-
tions stated in the assessment suggestions document are to 
“be aware of students’ strengths and weaknesses” through 
diagnostic tests, “evaluate how good students have learnt 
specific material during a course”, “keep track of students’ 
progress” through formative assessment, and “evaluate stu-
dents’ overall level” through summative assessment. All this 
implies that teachers must “plan and design formal assess-
ment tools (e.g. written and oral tests) as well as informal” 
(Villalba, 2012, p. 3).

Even though the suggestions above are quite general, the 
Classroom Assessment Suggestions document also inclu-
des more specific ones. These suggestions relate to testing 
development. In terms of the speaking skill, teachers “should 
concentrate on item types that test for real-life situations. For 
example, instead of tests of reading aloud or telling stories, 
questions should test students’ ability to understand and res-
pond appropriately to such things as polite requests, direc-
tions, instructions, advice, etc.” (Villalba, 2012, p. 4). Regarding 
the writing skill, the suggestions state that “traditional com-
positions used in the past are not as appropriately useful as 
questions requiring students to write letters, reports, mes-
sages, etc” (Villalba, 2012, p. 4). Regarding listening and rea-
ding assessments, teachers “should assess students’ ability to 
extract specific information of a practical nature rather than 
tend to have students give back irrelevant bits of informa-
tion” (Villalba, 2012, p. 4). It also includes the use of rubrics 
and scoring sheets for teachers to avoid subjectivity when 
grading. Last but not least, the suggestions even propose the 
use of checklists to promote students’ self-assessment.

Teacher Training for Assessment
 The Subsecretary of Educational Professional Development 
of the Ministry of Education of Ecuador (Subsecretaría de 
Desarrollo Profesional Educativo del Ministerio de Educa-
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ción del Ecuador) provides professional training for edu-
cators through the Integral System of Educative Teacher 
Training (Sistema Integral del Desarrollo Profesional Edu-
cativo- SiProfe) program. This initiative was implemented 
in 2008 with the purpose of improving and strengthening 
the education in Ecuador. Therefore, it offers continuous tra-
ining for Ecuadorian teachers in areas that, according to the 
results of SER (Sistema de Evaluacion y Rendicion de la Edu-
cación) evaluations released in 2008, have been identified as 
a weakness in Ecuadorian educators (Cursos de Formación 
Continua, n.d.; Formación Docente: Descripción del Módulo, 
n.d.). Among the many courses that the SiProfe offers for tea-
chers, the one discussed in this chapter is: assessment. For-
tunately, according to the public statistics of the courses or 
courses report provided in the Information System (Sistema 
de Información-Sime) webpage of the Ecuadorian Ministry 
of Education, the SiProfe launched a course named Assess-
ment of Learning (Evaluación para el Aprendizaje) in 2012.

This course was implemented in that year and was availa-
ble on the courses offered by the SiProfe until the next year 
(Formación Docente: Estadísticas públicas de los cursos/
Reportes de cursos, n.d.). The Assessment of Learning course 
was addressed to all educators that worked in Ecuadorian 
public institutions regardless of their teaching area. Accor-
ding to Scoggin (2011), one of the objectives of assessment 
of learning was that educators be able to incorporate in their 
professional practice different evaluation strategies such as 
evaluation rubrics and self-assessment, learning logs, peer-as-
sessment, group work combined with individual work and 
their possible uses in the learning process. Also, assessment 
for learning courses also seek that educators comprehend 
that assessment serves to help students learn; it has to be 
continuous and promote metacognition (understanding of 
one´s thinking process). Therefore, this course covered topics 
that deal with assessment criteria, coherence between 
authentic performance and learning objectives, authentic 
assessment, types of evaluations, elaboration of an authentic 
performance, and formative assessment.      
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 There is one main consideration to highlight from the cour-
ses implemented by the SiProfe program. It is that none of 
the courses have been created for the assessment of foreign 
language learning. Nonetheless, this does not mean that 
EFL teachers are excluded from taking the SiProfe courses. 
The point is that the content of the courses is not contex-
tualized to EFL teaching; therefore, it does not really meet 
EFL teachers’ teaching needs. As a matter of fact, in regards 
to English, there have been some courses for EFL teachers 
through the SiProfe; however, such courses have been only 
created to help EFL teachers enhance their English profi-
ciency level. Currently, there is no course offered to support 
EFL assessment. The one specified in the previous paragraph 
is directed at all educators regardless of the teaching area. 
The methods, strategies, and techniques used for assess-
ment of foreign language skills development are different 
from the assessment methods used to evaluate students’ 
learning progress within other subject areas. This is because 
Ecuador has an EFL setting. Therefore, English is taught as 
a foreign language; this means that English classes focus 
on helping students develop their linguistic skills instead of 
content area topic knowledge, which would be the case in 
English as a Foreign Language (ESL) contexts.

 As mentioned before, when assessing students, EFL tea-
chers search to evaluate and measure students’ linguistic 
skills enhancement and the internalization of vocabulary for 
communication purposes. These skills include how to com-
municate in different settings to make requests, ask/answer 
questions, ask/give advice, etc.; how to write formal or infor-
mal letters in English, write summaries, etc.; how to read for 
main ideas and details, etc.  On the other hand, the objec-
tive of other content area teachers is usually to evaluate stu-
dents’ content knowledge and the development of skills 
strictly related to their subject such as understanding of how 
photosynthesis works in the case of science; regions charac-
teristics and how countries are divided in the case of social 
studies; how to solve factorization problems in the case of 
math; how to read music symbols or how to play an instru-
ment in the case of music, etc.      
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Recommendations with Justifications 
The scenario exposed above describes the current transition 
that is taking place in the educational context of Ecuador. 
It reflects evidence of the intentions of the former Ecua-
dorian government to improve education in Ecuador. As 
a result of those efforts, the current regulations of the law 
emphasize the implementation of summative and forma-
tive assessment. In addition, the teaching and learning of 
English as a foreign language in public high schools has also 
been impacted. As stated before, changes in this area com-
prise of the implementation of a curriculum aligned with 
the communicative approach, elaboration of standards for 
students and teachers which are aligned with international 
standards, guidelines for the curriculum implementation, 
and assessment suggestions for English teachers. In regards 
to the latter, the assessment suggestions act as a guide for 
English teachers to move towards authentic assessment.

From our professional perspective, this intention is certainly 
positive. Regrettably, we believe there is still a gap in student 
assessment that has not been filled in Ecuadorian EFL class-
rooms. The gap relies on the fact that even though authentic 
assessment is suggested in the current curriculum, its imple-
mentation is not reflected in the classroom. For that reason, 
it is pivotal to make a call to action. This action has to be 
conducted by EFL teachers because they are the ones who 
ultimately execute assessment practices in their classrooms. 
Therefore, we are looking forward to making some sugges-
tions to EFL teachers about assessment practices based on 
what experts say and research demonstrates. These sugges-
tions include:

• Implementation of performance-based assessments 
as a means to evaluate EFL students´ learning progress 
and language skills development authentically.

•  Use of rubrics and checklists to grade performance-ba-
sed assessments.
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Implementation of performance-based assessments

We suggest the following forms of assessment because unlike 
traditional paper-and-pencil tests or standardized tests, through 
performance-based assessments, authentic assessments pro-
vide educators with the opportunity to gain insights into the 
students’ progress continuously. Furthermore, authentic assess-
ments enable educators to assess students through the perfor-
mance of tasks that are connected to the students’ life.

In accordance with this theme, Wiggins (1993) explained the 
importance of authenticity within students’ assessment. In his 
point of view, authenticity is important within students’ assess-
ments because “…the aim of education is to help the individual 
become a competent intellectual performer, not a passive 
“selector” of orthodox and prefabricated answers” (p. 209). The-
refore, teachers should promote real and authentic construc-
tion of understanding through the assessments they adminis-
ter to their students.

Similarly, O’Malley & Pierce (1996) provided a theoretical 
rationale for the use of authentic assessments grounded in 
constructivism. According to these authors, “if students cons-
truct information as they learn, and apply the information in 
classroom settings, assessment should provide the students 
with opportunities to construct responses and to apply their 
learning to problems that mirror their classroom activities in 
authentic ways” (p. 10).  O’Malley & Pierce (1996) also stated that 
authentic assessments are concerned with a variety of ways to 
assess students. Accordingly, these assessments should repre-
sent instructional and curriculum components such as goals, 
class objectives, and instructional planning.  

In agreement with Wiggins (1993) and O’Malley & Pierce (1996), 
Lacy (2002) stated that alternative or authentic assessments 
influence learning significantly. These types of assessment con-
centrate on relevant and real-life transferable instructional ele-
ments. Through authentic assessment, students are provided 
with useful feedback. This feedback will help learners to clarify 
their misapprehensions of evaluation tasks. Similarly, authentic 
assessment is used to conduct future instruction (Lacy, 2002). 
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Lacy (2002) also suggested that authentic assessments 
resemble real-life learning tasks and assess abilities that 
are pivotal to daily life. Furthermore, this author explained 
that authentic assessments are feasible to [S]tretch the lear-
ner’s ability to understand concepts and to apply them in 
practical situations, [they] appeal to diverse learning styles, 
and measure more complex mental processes in meaning-
ful contexts … [They] may reflect meaningful aspects of the 
world outside of school, aspects of a particular discipline, or 
aspects of ideas and meanings valued in themselves as part 
of the school culture (p. 92).

Herrera, Morales & Murry (2013) claimed that for second lan-
guage learners to achieve abilities such as “use […] language 
skills, cognitive development, and academic knowledge to 
listen, read, comprehend, synthesize, analyze, compare, con-
trast, relate, articulate, write, evaluate, and more” (p. 22) it is 
not a short-term process. Therefore, the attainment of these 
capacities cannot be gauged by simply using standardized 
or traditional tests at the end of a study term. Furthermore, 
when assessing students’ progress, teachers should consi-
der several variables such as setting conditions, the time the 
assessment is being administered, and how confident the 
learners feel towards utilizing the target language. Contem-
plating this, they provide a rationale for the use of authentic 
assessments. This rationale brings out the fact that traditio-
nal or standardized tests do not always show information 
that would enable classroom teachers to make accommo-
dations for their students within their instruction. Authen-
tic assessments, on the other hand, can help teachers do 
this. As stated by Herrera et al. (2013), among other things, 
authentic assessments make student assessment smoother. 
They focus their attention on real-life situations, assignments 
or aspects that are important for the learners and their circle.

As it has been implicitly stated, authentic assessments 
are related to the performance of tasks that are connected 
to real-life situations. As a matter of fact, Wiggins (1993) & 
Herrera et al. (2013) argued that students’ learning cons-
truction must be elaborated by actually performing a task. 
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According to these authors, performance is the execution 
of tasks or procedures that promote higher order thinking 
skills through creative activities. Therefore, when performing 
a task, “the student must draw upon elements from many 
sources and put these together into a structure or pattern 
not clearly there before” (Wiggins, 1993, p. 215). Consequently, 
performance should be assessed through different represen-
tations conducted in varied contexts and events or circum-
stances (Wiggins, 1993). This allows educators to watch and 
track student work in different periods of times (Herrera et 
al., 2013). In addition to this, in another work, Wiggins (1997) 
stated that this type of assessment evaluates student perfor-
mance authentically because it exposes students to situa-
tions in which they demonstrate the knowledge and skills 
they have developed through their learning process. Further-
more, students will also be able to experiment and test new 
things through the performance of these assessments.

For McMillan (1997) performance-based assessment is the 
type of assessment that enables educators to observe and 
judge student skills and abilities to produce a final work. 
Therefore, the purpose of this type of assessments is to have 
students elaborate their product by using their knowledge 
and skills to their fullest potential. Accordingly, a performan-
ce-based assessment must promote students’ performance, 
creation, construction, or production of something, be deve-
loped through ongoing work which may last from days to 
weeks, allow for observability, be founded on real-life settings 
and issues, as well as demand the integration of reasoning 
skills. Elaborating on the strengths of performance-based 
assessments, McMillan (1997) discusses their link to instruc-
tion. According to this author, the results of performance of 
students reflects instruction work. Furthermore, the execu-
tion of the assessment enables students to illustrate their 
student knowledge while at the same time promotes stu-
dent learning (McMillan, 1997).  

Based on what the aforementioned assessment experts 
claim about authentic assessment, we believe that edu-
cators in Ecuador should incorporate performance-based 
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assessment practices in their classrooms to evaluate their 
students in a more authentic way. However, before providing 
some specific examples of performance-based assessments 
for the classroom, it is important to highlight that educators 
must be able to identify how performance-based tasks serve 
to assess students authentically. We believe that educators 
should know this because of what it is stated by Allen, Frey, 
and Schmitt (2012). For these authors, “tasks are not authen-
tic, necessarily, just because they are similar to real-world 
tasks, but they must mirror the complexity, collaboration, 
and high-level thinking that is necessary for the most inte-
llectual of professional problem-solving and decision-ma-
king” (p. 10). Likewise, McMillan (1997) states that these types 
of assessments are not always authentic. Their authenticity 
degree varies according to the task. Finally, many (but not 
all) performance‐based assessments are also classified as 
authentic assessments (Oosterhof, 2003 in Allen, Frey, and 
Schmitt, 2012: Mertler, 2003 in Allen, Frey, and Schmitt, 2012).

Therefore, in order to provide educators with a guide for 
tasks that can be implemented as performance-based 
assessments, we suggest the following examples of perfor-
mance-based tasks. These examples are grounded in recom-
mendations made by authors such as Lacy (2002), Herrera 
et al. (2013), Nitko and Brookart (2007), Carter, Hernandez & 
Richison (2009), Chesbro (2006), Waldman & Crippen (2009), 
Young (2003), O’Malley & Pierce (1996), and McMillan (1997).

Lacy (2002) provides examples of authentic performance 
assessments that include case studies, checklists/docu-
mentation, constructed-responses, cooperative-groupwork, 
demonstrations, displays, draw-and-tell tests, exhibitions, 
journals, logs, portfolios, problem-solving, projects, rea-
ding-writing responses, oral interviews, and writing samples. 
Likewise, Herrera et al. (2013) asserted that performance-ba-
sed assessments include hands-on activities and prove to 
be a helpful tool for teachers to assess students’ previous 
knowledge as well as formative. On the same line, Nitko 
and Brookart (2007) list several types of performance assess-
ments such as projects, portfolios, demonstrations, oral pre-
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sentations, and dramatizations. As a more practical way to 
help educators, these authors even illustrate an example of 
a Multiple Intelligence Assessment Menu. In that menu, they 
provide a list of assessments of each type of intelligence.

Interactive Notebooks (IN) are another example of perfor-
mance-based assessment. They have been recently imple-
mented with great results. The notebooks are textbooks that 
students create throughout a year, semester or unit. IN crea-
tion stimulates the use of both right and left hemisphere 
of the brain as it has been based on brain research. Overall, 
through IN students can organize their learning by allowing 
them to take control of what is of most importance. For tea-
chers, it is a hands-on way to organize and assess students 
learning because it is an ongoing authentic assessment that 
enables them to modify instruction according to student pro-
duction (Carter, Hernandez & Richison, 2009; Chesbro, 2006; 
Waldman & Crippen, 2009; Young, 2003).     

O’Malley & Pierce (1996) proposed several examples of per-
formance-based tasks that can be implemented to assess 
English Language Learners’ progress. These examples com-
prise of oral interviews, story or text retelling, writing sam-
ples, projects/exhibitions, and experiments/demonstrations. 
Within projects/exhibitions, O’Malley & Pierce (1996) provide 
sub-examples which include role plays, artistic creations, and 
charts, graphs for these types of performance assessments. 
They also mention portfolios as authentic assessments and 
classify tasks according to the language skills they target. 
For instance, for speaking they propose oral interviews, pic-
tures-cued descriptions or stories, radio broadcasts, video 
clips, information gaps, story/text retelling, improvisations/
role-plays/simulations, oral reports, and debates. For reading, 
educators can have students perform activities such as rete-
llings, checklists, anecdotal records, cloze tests, and reading 
logs. Finally, for writing skills assessment, O’Malley & Pierce 
(1996) recommend the use of writing samples such as writ-
ten summaries, dialogue journals, learning logs; and, the use 
of portfolios as an authentic assessment of performance-ba-
sed pieces of writing.        
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 Similar to O’Malley & Pierce (1996), McMillan (1997) inclu-
des learning targets for communicative performance-based 
assessments. He describes how the performance of listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing skills could be framed and 
assessed within different levels of difficulty. For reading, he 
proposes that educators can divide the tasks into three pha-
ses: before, during, and after reading. While working on these 
tasks, students can perform the following tasks: “stating main 
ideas; identify the setting, characters, and events in stories; 
drawing inferences from context, and reading speed” (p. 203). 
Regarding writing, he proposes the use of portfolios and the 
completion of essays or papers such as persuasive letters, 
persuasive advertisements or speeches, research papers, and 
editorials. For listening and speaking, he suggests the imple-
mentation of oral speeches, singing songs, and debate com-
petitions.

 Taking into account Nitko and Brookart’s (2007) idea about 
the elaboration of assessment menus, we have taken the 
examples proposed by the different authors stated above to 
elaborate a performance-based assessment menu for edu-
cators.  According to what the aforementioned authors say, 
our professional criteria, and our experience as EFL teachers, 
each example of performance-based assessment have been 
linked to the communicative skills they may evaluate. Sug-
gested readings for each performance-based task have also 
been included. We expect that this assessment menu will 
serve as a guide for EFL educators to assess their students’ 
skills in more authentic ways.
Table 1: PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT MENU

PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT MENU

Performance-Based 
Tasks

Language Skills Suggested Readings

Cooperative group work Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Kagan, Kagan, & Kagan, 1995; 
Kagan, Kagan, & Kagan, 1997; 
Kagan & Kagan, 1992-2000; 
Kagan & Kagan, 2009;
Lacy, 2002;
Luongo-Orlando, 2003  
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PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT MENU
Debates Listening, Speaking, 

Reading, and Writing
McMillan (1997)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Dialogue journals Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Lacy, 2002
Luongo-Orlando, (2003)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Dramatizations Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Nitko and Brookart (2007)

Hands-On Activities Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Herrera et al., 2013;
Lacy, 2002

Interactive Notebooks Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Carter, et al., 2009;
Chesbro, 2006;
Waldman & Crippen, 2009;
Young, 2003

Journals/Logs Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Lacy, 2002
Luongo-Orlando, (2003)

Oral presentations/ 
interviews/reports

Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Lacy, 2002
Nitko and Brookart (2007)
McMillan (1997)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Picture-cued descrip-
tions

Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Luongo-Orlando, (2003)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Portfolios Reading and Writing Bush & Lambrecht, 2008
Lacy, 2002;
McMillan (1997);
Nitko and Brookart (2007)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Projects Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Bush & Lambrecht, 2008
Lacy, 2002;
Nitko and Brookart (2007);
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Radio broadcasts Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Reading-Writing Res-
ponses

Reading and Writing Lacy, 2002;
Luongo-Orlando, (2003)

Role-Plays Listening, Speaking, 
Reading, and Writing

Luongo-Orlando, (2003)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)
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PERFORMANCE-BASED ASSESSMENT MENU
Singing Songs Listening, Speaking, 

Reading, and Writing
McMillan (1997)

Story or text retelling Listening, Speaking, and 
Writing

Luongo-Orlando, (2003)
O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Video clips Listening and Speaking O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Writing samples/written 
summaries

Reading and Writing O’Malley & Pierce (1996)

Source: Self-elaboration  

It is important to stress that the majority of the activities pro-
posed in this assessment menu can be applied for evalua-
ting one, two, or four of the language skills (listening, spea-
king, reading, and writing). The skills evaluated will depend 
on different factors such as how the educator applies the 
activities, what skill he/she intends to assess, the English pro-
ficiency level of the students, students’ age, and grade. The-
refore, this menu is not restrictive. Instead, it suggests what 
language skills are more likely to be assessed. The ultimate 
decision will be made depending on the students’ needs 
and assessment purposes.     

Use of Rubrics and Checklists to Grade Performance-
based Assessments

We suggest the use of rubrics and checklists not only because 
they are explicitly stated in the Ecuadorian in-service English 
Teacher Standards and the EFL students Assessment Sug-
gestions documents, but also because they avoid subjectivity 
when grading a performance-based task. Therefore, scoring 
rubrics and checklists are pivotal components of performan-
ce-based assessments. Furthermore, we believe that they 
help both teachers and students visualize what it is expected 
of students when performing a task. In addition, they assist 
teachers in applying a more accurate and less biased grade 
for those tasks.
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Rubrics 
Rubrics are a set of rules applied to evaluate “the quality of 
a student’s performance” (Nitko & Brookhart, 2007, p. 244). 
They serve as guidance for judging performance and help 
educators to keep consistency in judgment. Furthermore, 
they contain rating scales that specify the quality levels of 
performance of the tasks (Nitko & Brookhart, 2007).  Hamer 
(2010) in Villalba (2012) stated that “one way to make sco-
ring scales more objective is to “write careful descriptions of 
what the different scores for each category actually repre-
sents” (p. 10). According to Herrera, Morales, & Murry (2013), 
rubrics help language learners become accountable for their 
learning progress because they can be used as a learners’ 
self-assessment instrument. In addition, O’Malley & Pierce 
(1996) claimed that rubrics are helpful instruments not only 
for teachers and students but parents as well. Accordingly, 
these instruments help these three educational agents to 
answer questions about how language learners are doing 
and how these learners can improve their skills to do better 
on a task.  

Rubrics go hand in hand with this type of assessment. In 
fact, in order to be called performance-based assessment, 
a performance activity must be accompanied by a scoring 
rubric to evaluate the attainments of that activity; otherwise, 
that activity can only be called a performance activity, not a 
performance-based assessment (Nitko & Brookhart, 2007). 
For that reason, it is important to establish the purpose of 
the assessment task and what performance students are 
expected to do in that task (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996). Nitko 
& Brookhart (2007) refer to this point as establishing crite-
ria for the evaluation of learning target outcomes, which is 
an important characteristic of performance-based assess-
ments. If performance tasks do not have evaluation criteria, 
they are simply class activities (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996).   

When creating a rubric, educators should consider that the 
first thing they must do is to define what they want their 
students to be able to do (Herrera, Morales & Murry, 2007). In 
other words, what outcome they want to get from a task alig-
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ned to the lesson goals and curriculum expectations (Luon-
go-Orlando, 2003). Educators should also consider writing 
a description for detailing “the requirements that must be 
met to attain each quantified level of performance” (Herrera, 
Morales & Murry 2007, p. 47). These requirements relate to 
the scoring criteria and rating scales as suggested by Nitko 
& Brookhart (2007) and O’Malley & Pierce (1996), Luongo-Or-
lando (2003).      

Checklists
Checklists are tools that can be used to grade performan-
ce-based assessments. A checklist is a tool used to register 
the existence or absence of particular representations, tasks, 
or performance as they are listed in it (Nitko & Brookhart, 
2007). Like Rubrics, they can be used by the teacher, the stu-
dents, or peers. They assist the teachers and students in iden-
tifying the “skills, knowledge, and competencies necessary 
to perform the tasks associated with the activity” (Herrera, 
Morales & Murry 2007, p. 47). Checklists are easy to design 
and flexible. As a guide for students’ self-evaluation, they 
illustrate steps they should take and requirements to meet in 
a task. They help learners become more aware of their lear-
ning because they “[C]apture and catalog information about 
student performance and to inform instruction and provide 
evidence on which to base evaluation” (Rowlands, 2007. p, 
61). Checklists play a key role in terms of organization. They 
illustrate the requirements of a project as a set of items assig-
ned by the instructor (Bush & Lambrecht, 2008). This fea-
ture of checklists contributes to minimizing the chances of 
misunderstandings between teachers, students, and parents 
and provide a more accurate picture of what is expected in 
students’ performance.
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Conclusions
Assessment, which is a means of collecting data about stu-
dents’ learning progress, can help educators make informed 
decisions not only about their students’ improvement but 
also to reflect upon their teaching practice and the curri-
culum of a given subject area (Nitko and Brookart, 2007). 
Furthermore, as indicated by Pratt (1994), assessment is 
referred to as a domain that can provoke stress in both stu-
dents and teachers. Therefore, it is an area that needs special 
attention. Assessment results depend on the success of both 
students’ and teachers’ work. For that reason, it is important 
that educators reflect upon how they can inform themselves 
about their students’ learning progress, their strengths, and 
weaknesses of their teaching practice, and how the curri-
culum is working for their classes. They will achieve this by 
having their students work on more authentic and meanin-
gful activities than completing quizzes, questionnaires, or 
taking traditional paper-and-pencil tests. In regards to this 
point, authentic assessment is the assessment of students’ 
learning by providing students the opportunity to actually 
apply what they have learned in the classroom within acti-
vities that resemble real-life like situations (Herrera, Morales 
& Murry, 2013; Lacy, 2002; McMillan, 1997; Nitko & Brookhart, 
2007; O’Malley & Pierce, 1996; Wiggins, 1997; Wiggins, 1993). 
These types of activities should become the target of EFL 
educators in order to incentivize their students to demons-
trate their learnings by actually doing something in a signifi-
cant way. As a result, educators can become better informed 
about the results of the teaching/learning process conduc-
ted under their teaching performance. Assessment is a topic 
that surpasses frontiers, and its reality varies depending on 
the context.           

In Ecuador’s EFL setting, most assessment has been tra-
ditionally linked to the Grammatical Approach which is ori-
ginated in the behaviorist perspective. This approach relies 
on the use repetition, drills, and memorization for second 
language learning. Hence, Ecuadorian EFL student assess-
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ment has been mostly conducted through the application 
of paper-and-pencil tests, quizzes, and homework. Accor-
ding to the authors’ experience, as participant observers, EFL 
students have limited exposure to authentic assessments. 
Their learning progress has been mostly based on their 
understanding of grammar rather than in the performance 
of their communicative skills. This kind of assessment has 
been taking place for about two decades. However, in 2012, 
the Ministry of Education launched Project Advance.

This project inserted an entire communicative curriculum 
aligned with the CEFR. It also included new standards for EFL 
teachers and students. What is most important about the 
standards in terms of assessment is that they include the “use 
of performance-based assessment tools and tasks (eg. por-
tfolios, projects, classroom observations, checklists, reading 
logs, video, spreadsheet software) that measure students’ 
progress” as well as the use of “a variety of rubrics to assess 
students’ language development in classroom settings” 
(Equipo técnico de Proyecto de Ingles, 2012, p. 6). Additio-
nally, Project Advance included the Assessment Suggestions 
document which provides general and specific recommen-
dations for EFL teachers. Many of those recommendations 
are concerned with test construction, especially about pro-
ductive language skills, such as speaking and writing. One of 
those suggestions stated that educators “should concentrate 
on item types that tests for real-life situations” (Villalba, 2012, 
p. 4). This implies that educators should encourage students 
to demonstrate their learning through assessments that are 
more genuine for them.

Aware of the existing gaps in regards to authentic assess-
ment practices in Ecuadorian EFL classes as well as the 
alignments set by Project Advance, we have proposed the 
following research-based suggestions for educators. The first 
suggestion is that EFL teachers implement performance-ba-
sed assessment practices as an authentic way to assess their 
students. Performance-based assessments can include (as it 
was illustrated in the assessment menu. See Fig. 1) hands-on 
activities, projects, role-plays, and any other tasks that repli-
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cate real-life situations. Portfolios or interactive notebooks 
can also be used to assess students authentically. Lastly, we 
recommend EFL educators to use checklists and rubrics in 
order to provide a more accurate and objective grading of 
students’ work.

Authors such as Herrera et al. (2013), Luongo-Orlando 
(2003), and O’Malley & Pierce (1996) underscore the positive 
results and effectiveness of authentic assessments in second 
language learning. Considering this, the implementation of 
these strategies and techniques will provide EFL teachers a 
plethora of opportunities to authentically assess and fairly 
grade the work of EFL students in Ecuador. Furthermore, 
they serve as an alternative to formative assessment and to 
change the evaluation scenario portrayed within Ecuadorian 
EFL classes today.

The new English curriculum in Ecuador is based on a com-
municative perspective for learning a foreign language. The-
refore, students need to be assessed using English for com-
munication purposes. In that context, performance-based 
assessments can be highly used to promote communication. 
For example, through the performance of role-plays, drama-
tizations, or interviews, students can be asked to interact and 
show evidence of the development of their speaking skills 
and listening skills. At the same time, they are prompted to 
develop their social skills by using English as another means 
to communicate with others. Depending on the purpose of 
the assessment (what linguistic skill the educators intends to 
assess), age and English proficiency level of the students, the 
use of role-plays, dramatizations, or interviews can also be 
used to promote the development of other language skills 
such as writing (if students are to create their own scripts for 
the role-plays, dramatizations, or interviews), and reading (if 
students are to read and understand role-play, dramatiza-
tions, or interviews scripts created by others).

Another example is the use of interactive notebooks. These 
notebooks can be implemented to show evidence of stu-
dent writing and reading skill enhancement. Therefore, they 
can serve to assess students’ skill improvement authenti-
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cally. Interactive notebooks can be designed in such a way 
that students can include their graphic organizers, charts, 
hands-on materials, or any other authentic piece of the work 
developed throughout their classes. Educators can see the 
improvement of students’ writing and reading skills as they 
track and assess those skills through the students’ pieces of 
work collected in their interactive notebooks.

In order to make a bigger impact on student assessment, 
EFL teachers should complement the use of performan-
ce-based assessment with rubrics and checklists. These gra-
ding instruments can benefit both EFL educators and stu-
dents; for educators, they are beneficial because by using 
rubrics and checklists they will provide accurate and objec-
tive grades. For students, they are a guide to know what is 
expected of them within a task so that they can complete 
all the parameters established in the rubric or checklist to 
obtain a high grade. Performance-based assessments com-
bined with rubrics and/or checklists are proven to be bene-
ficial for Ecuadorian EFL teachers to assess communicative 
skills effectively and authentically. As part of the authors’ 
experience, communication skills are developed through 
practice and performance-based activities and allow EFL 
educators to evaluate the improvement of those skills 
authentically.

Our suggestions are intended to recommend educators 
the implementation performance-based assessment as a 
more authentic way to assess their students’ progress. Con-
sequently, this will help them to obtain a better perspective 
of the development of their students’ linguistic skills (liste-
ning, speaking, reading, and writing) in a more realistic way. 
However, it is in the teachers’ hands to implement these 
suggestions and change the picture of the assessment of 
student learning in their classrooms settings.            
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Abstract
Roleplaying is a technique that allows teachers to assess 
students’ speaking skills development.  This is accomplished 
when the causes that prevent learners from taking part in 
Role-Plays (RP) are reduced through actions that will lead 
them to learn more vocabulary, have more grammar control, 
and become more fluent, less shy, more encouraged, and 
more capable of pronouncing words correctly.   The author 
of the present chapter connects the participants’ percep-
tions about the use of RP to develop speaking skills from a 
study conducted by Rojas (2017) with a study conducted by 
Nation and Newton (2009) regarding the causes that affect 
learners’ willingness to speak in the target language.  The 
author also does some research to apply some procedures 
to overcome this issue.    For this purpose, students need 
to be observed regularly through the use of rubrics to iden-
tify possible causes that prevent them from developing their 
conversational abilities.  

Role-plays as an assessment 
tool in English as a foreign 
language (EFL) class 
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Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to describe how to make RP a 
better tool to assess speaking skills development in EFL clas-
ses.  To that end, the author made a connection between 
learners´ perceptions about the use of RP from a study con-
ducted by Rojas (2017) with the causes that prevent students 
from speaking mentioned in a study conducted by Nation 
and Newton (2009).  These causes include “inadequate voca-
bulary, inadequate control of grammar, lack of fluency, shy-
ness, and lack of encouragement” (p. 112).  

Moreover, some research on mispronunciation was perfor-
med which is also another reason, according to participants´ 
opinions in Rojas’ study, for not liking to take part in RP.  
There are also some considerations regarding the strengths 
and weaknesses of RP and the procedures to innovate this 
technique such as the use of video role-plays. 

According to the learners’ perceptions, there are aspects to 
be improved in EFL classes for a more appropriate assess-
ment of conversational abilities. It is recommended to iden-
tify the aspects that affect students to participate in conver-
sational activities and to take a course of actions that will 
enable them to be more willing to get involved in RP.

To make RP a stronger assessment tool, this section of the 
book presents a series of procedures, mentioned in previous 
studies, to overcome the causes that interfere with the lear-
ners´ willingness to speak.  Consequently, learners will feel 
more prepared, confident, and motivated when participa-
ting in this communicative activity.  To that end, students 
need to be examined continuously through the use of rubrics 
to detect possible issues that prevent them from developing 
their conversational abilities.  This analysis will also allow ins-
tructors to take the necessary actions to make RP a better 
assessment tool. 



Role-plays as an assessment tool in English as a foreign language (EFL) class 51

Literature Review 
First of all, it is necessary to have a clear understanding of 
how RP is defined by different authors, their procedures, 
benefits, and limitation.  In this regard, according to Alabsi 
(2016), RP is a recognized strategy that leads learners to 
become acquainted with unknown communities.   Role-
playing allows students to practice conversations using the 
target language in different situations.   Another study con-
ducted by Yen, Hou, and Chang (2015) considers that RP is 
a significant technique since it centers on developing spea-
king skills in communicative classes through taking part in 
roles of specific situations.  

Additionally, Altun (2015) maintains that it is beneficial to 
apply RP in EFL classes since they lead learners to develop 
communicative skills and improve their conversational abi-
lities.  Furthermore, this technique enables students to link 
vocabulary, practical knowledge and topics being learned in 
class (Alabsi, 2016).   

In this respect, when students are learning to express them-
selves in situations related to a professional industry, they are 
presented with vocabulary, expressions, and phrases link to 
this sector.  According to Alabsi (2016), when students RP 
the terms learned in class, they improve their understanding 
of the vocabulary and the way they are used in a meaningful 
context.

Correspondingly, drama-based RP facilitates learners to 
devise and develop their roles autonomously (Sirisriman-
gkorn and Suwanthep, 2013).  Students are required to be 
involved in the preparation of RP and perform it in a real 
context. In other words, if the RP is about a marriage pro-
posal, the participants will not only prepare the dialogues 
but also arrange the situation such as having them organize 
the place where the marriage proposal will take place as if it 
were a park or a house.   
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Practice speaking skills through RP are also beneficial for 
beginners if the activity is according to their level.  It is essen-
tial that students get involved in conversational events from 
the beginning of their target language learning process, so 
they will be enabled to develop the necessary abilities throu-
ghout all the stages of their language development.  In this 
regard, a study conducted by Limberg (2015) maintains that 
weak learners can prepare easy to perform RPs such as an 
apology.  First, they do it in their native language and then in 
their target language by having the aid of a model.   In this 
way, learners slowly improve their understanding of cultura-
lly correct behaviors towards the harms of social norms and, 
at the same time, practice the use of words and expressions 
for apologies in the foreign language while roleplaying.

It is recommended to have students interact naturally in 
factual circumstances with the intention of having them get 
used to conversations they might experience in the future.   
In this context, Sinwongsuwat (2012) conducted a study in 
which it is analyzed the benefits of non-scripted RPs as an 
activity that focuses on natural conversation.  The study dis-
cusses that if the technique is applied with an appropriate 
rubric, this task will allow us to assess better the students’ 
ability to speak in real communicative situations and with 
practice develop better English conversation proficiency.  
Additionally, evaluating learners’ oral language development 
through rubrics is necessary to identify any repeated errors 
they might make to take the measures required to correct 
these mistakes.

A different study related to the assessment of speaking 
skills development was conducted by Michaud and Hoo-
per (2016) at a Japanese private university where a project 
about EFL drama in language acquisition script writing took 
place. This project focuses on finding out if role-playing the 
scripts improved awareness of the setting, speakers’ roles 
and purpose, and an increase of language ability. The results 
of this research pointed out that script writing activities are 
necessary to guide students to develop an understanding of 
a real-life situation.   Concerning this, these authors main-
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tain the usefulness of scripted RPs since they include ele-
ments that appear in the contextual drama.  Additionally, 
they allow learners to use their own words and actions when 
they co-create their dialogues.  

Even though RPs are beneficial to develop speaking skills, 
they also show some disadvantages.  In this regard, the study 
conducted by Rojas (2017) indicates that according to the 
participants in the research, besides the positive aspects of 
RP, they also show some adverse outcomes related to mis-
pronunciation, lack of peer´s support, the absence of voca-
bulary and language understanding, uninteresting RP, and 
feeling shame.  These drawbacks perceived by students 
are connected with the causes mentioned by Nation and 
Newton (2009) that impair them to participate in commu-
nicative activities successfully. Therefore, these participants 
recommended making   RPs resemble real-life situations, 
help from the teacher, pronunciation training, and vocabu-
lary practice. 

Role plays adaptations for improving foreign language 
practice 

Inadequate Vocabulary 
Learning the meaning of words in a foreign language entails 
a long process before students are ready enough to apply 
words suitably in conversations.  The breadth of vocabulary 
use and knowledge is applying terms appropriately in daily 
oral communication.  Whereas, the depth of vocabulary lear-
ning refers to the different techniques or processes that a 
learner needs to go through to reach a broad vocabulary 
control.   In this regard, the vocabulary use and knowledge 
in the context of RP task performance are essential to assess 
the extent of the student’s breadth and depth of knowledge 
and take actions to improve their vocabulary learning. 

About this, Nation (2001) mentions that with the intention 
of training students on vocabulary, it is necessary to consider 
the “number of words in the language, the number of words 
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known by native speakers and the number of words neces-
sary to practice the language” (p. 6).  

In this respect, Seal (1991) maintains that there are two 
types of teaching strategies for vocabulary training in an 
original context.  Unplanned teaching strategy refers to the 
spontaneous help of the teacher when necessary.    This con-
trol needs to be done during the preparation and at the end 
of the activity.

The second strategy proposed by Seal refers to three steps in 
which the teacher expresses the meaning, checks the defini-
tion, and consolidates the purpose in the learner´s memory.  
These steps are performed in class at the introduction of a 
topic associating them with situations students experience 
in real life.  

On the other hand, planned vocabulary strategy, according 
to Seal, deals with specific and prepared vocabulary tea-
ching.  Through this strategy, instructors reflect on the terms 
that are necessary for students to learn to accomplish a par-
ticular task in class.  

It is important not to have students participate in RPs 
immediately after presenting and practicing the new words.  
On the contrary, it is recommended to reinforce these terms 
using different resources such as audiovisuals to have them 
feel confident when role-playing.  The audiovisual approach 
made the difference in the age of technology for language 
teaching by presenting the advantages of visuals and pro-
ducing language from them (Barani, Mazandarani, & Rezaie, 
2010).  Consequently, audiovisuals expand the learner´s prac-
tice of the language since they will be able to observe how 
native speakers use the new terms in a specific situation.  

Inadequate Control of Grammar 
Communicative Approach classes promote grammar tea-
ching to facilitate students to produce regular oral commu-
nication.  In this respect, Hinkel and Fotos (2001) consider 
that there is a new view of grammar instruction which is a 
combination of formal training and communicative lan-
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guage use.  Purely communicative program of study is dee-
med to be insufficient because of lack of grammar instruc-
tion which according to Skehan findings (as cited in Hinkel 
& Fotos, 2001) tends to produce fossilization and classroom 
pidgins.  

Lack of Fluency 
If pronunciation, vocabulary, language understanding, and 
grammar are developed, students will become more fluent 
when speaking in the target language.  Accordingly, lear-
ning a foreign language entails using it naturally and fluently 
which is essential to develop the ability to communicate 
(Yang, 2014).  However, to be able to talk casually and without 
difficulties, instructors need to make sure that the class envi-
ronment has the appropriate conditions for this to happen.  

In this respect, fluency, according to Nation and Newton 
(2009), would develop as long as the activity is meaningful; 
the learners are active members of the learning process and 
build fluency from their previous experience, and encoura-
gement for learners to perform beyond their level.  

For this purpose, RPs are beneficial to develop speaking 
fluency as long as they are related to topics students are inte-
rested in, or if they are connected to activities learners will do 
in their future lives.  Furthermore, if participants are expected 
to RP efficiently, they are required to have previous knowle-
dge of a specific topic, vocabulary and grammar structures. 
Learners, as a consequence, will feel encouraged and more 
confident when role-playing.  

Together with these three conditions to develop speaking 
skills, instructors should also observe how students commu-
nicate orally to be able to provide them feedback about their 
errors.  Considering this, a recent study at a state university 
in Turkey investigated about EFL teachers’ perceptions on 
corrective feedback (CF) during conversation classes and 
their strategies for error correction.  The results of this study 
demonstrated that EFL teachers are likely to make correc-
tions on grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation to deve-
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lop students’ accuracy during speaking.  Furthermore, EFL 
teachers perceive that the correction of mistakes may con-
tribute to preventing the formation of habit since students 
will self-correct among themselves, they will use the target 
language pragmatically and appropriately and improve 
learners’ accuracy and fluency.   Through CF, teachers focus 
on pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary mistakes that 
interfere with meaning while speaking (Değirmenci & Aydin, 
2017).  By providing students with CF, they will be aware of 
what is right and wrong and will not make the same mis-
takes in subsequent conversational tasks.

Fear to Speak in the Target Language
While learners are developing their conversational abilities, it 
is common for them to make mistakes since they still do not 
have a good command of the spoken language. Therefore, 
instructors need to understand the current language level of 
each student and encourage them to develop the language 
by transmitting them positive feelings.  In this respect, accor-
ding to Krashen (1981), the affective filter hypothesis identi-
fies how anxiety influences language learning.  

Furthermore, students’ anxiety is also produced because 
they do not have full control of the target language.  Howe-
ver, the more proficient they are, the less fearful they feel.  
A study conducted by Lee (2015), examines the relations-
hips between teachers’ oral CF and changes in international 
students’ language anxiety levels. The results showed that 
the majority of the teachers’ oral CF had positive influences 
on the learners’ affective variables, mainly decreasing their 
anxiety about speaking English.  Consequently, it is resolved 
that CF helps students to be more proficient in the target 
language and at the same time more confident when parti-
cipating in communicative activities such as RP.  

Lack of Encouragement
When students are motivated to develop their conversatio-
nal abilities, they are more willing to participate in different 
speaking tasks.  In this stage, instructors should include tech-
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nological means such as video RPs to have them interact 
among themselves in a meaningful and enjoyable context.  
In this respect, Hwang, Huang, Shadiev, Wu, and Chen, (2014) 
maintain that instructors should use technology to motivate 
students to develop speaking skills.  These authors sugges-
ted activities based on mobile learning to improve English 
speaking skills which will enable learners to be more interes-
ted in participating in communicative tasks. 

An advantage of filming a RP is that students have the 
chance to rehearse several times until they produce intelli-
gible dialogues.  Furthermore, they can arrange the place or 
wear specific clothing to pretend they are firefighters, nur-
ses, doctors, etc.  Learners can also go to a bank, a hospital, 
a hotel or any other place that relates to the topic of the 
activity.    A study related to video RPs conducted by Gar-
cia-Sanchez (2016) centers on active learning strategies in 
EFL classes at a university classroom to encourage commu-
nicative, collaborative, and Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) skills in situational video RPs link to their 
professional fields.  The results of the study demonstrated 
that students’ communications, professional situations, and 
needs have developed outside the scenario of a class.   Con-
sequently, learners can make speaking skills improvements 
since they have the chance to participate in meaningful con-
versational activities.  

It is necessary that the instructor designs activities that 
encourage students to develop speaking skills in situations 
that are meaningful and interested.  Otherwise, if the tasks 
are irrelevant to students, the learning goal will be trying to 
achieve.  With the aim of making RPs more enjoyable, stu-
dents need to be motivated to interact and hold conversa-
tions in situations similar to the ones they will encounter in 
the future.

Another study that focuses on the importance of motiva-
tion to learn English as a Foreign Language was conducted in 
the Amazon region of Ecuador by Ochoa, Cabrera, Quiñónez, 
Castillo, and González (2016).  This study aimed to determine 
the relationship between communicative activities and their 
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influence on learners’ motivation. The outcomes from the 
data collection methods demonstrated that learners and 
instructors perceived that communicative activities are exci-
ting.  Furthermore, participants mentioned feeling encoura-
ged when participating in forthcoming events because they 
allow to develop fluency, pronunciation, and to use the tar-
get language in a real-life context.  

Mispronunciation 
It is necessary to pronounce the words appropriately, so 
the listener will be able to comprehend the message effi-
ciently.  In this regard, instructors should do all the necessary 
recasts (the teacher´s correction of mispronounced words 
by showing to students the right usage) when learners mis-
pronounce words for them to become aware of the pro-
per pronunciation.  The result of a study conducted by Sato 
(2016) showed that phonological recast proved to be useful 
to reduce learners´ mistakes.  Additionally, Milla and Mayo 
(2014) maintain that recast is necessary since the aim of the 
class through role-playing is to enable learners to notice the 
correct pronunciation of words.  A recast as exemplified by 
these authors would be like the following:

Learner: the awards presentation ceremony 
which is celebrated xxx many artists perform xxx 
popular televised /*televi:zd/ xxx. 
Teacher: televised /’tel.ɪ.vaɪz / [RC] no televised 
/*televi:zd/ [EC] televised…(p.13)

Furthermore, listening exercises are highly recommended 
to become familiar with how native speakers of the target 
language pronounce words.  In this respect, Baker (2014) 
maintains that pronunciation techniques that relate to the 
understanding of audio, lead learners to focus on input and 
output which resemble what is required in everyday real-life 
situations.

If students learn enough vocabulary, have better control 
of grammar usage, and pronounce words clearly, their level 
of fear while roleplaying will decrease.    As a result, they 
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become more enthusiastic about the activity since they feel 
confident in a friendlier environment where they can func-
tion appropriately.

 Teachers are crucial elements to help students develop an 
appropriate pronunciation of words through talking to them 
in the target language and correcting mistakes whenever 
learners mispronounce words.  Thence, teacher´s guidance 
is required to develop correct pronunciation through recast.

Use of rubrics
Finally, with the aim of ensuring that students are acqui-
ring the necessary vocabulary, control of grammar, fluency, 
confidence, motivation, and intelligible pronunciation, it is 
essential to evaluate the development of conversational skills 
during a course period through rubrics.  By doing this, tea-
chers can assess the progress of students’ conversational abi-
lities through real-life role-playing situations in EFL classes.  
For this purpose, the following table of rubrics was created 
with the intention of facilitating instructors to identify and 
reinforce any weak aspects of a student’s oral production in 
the target language:
Table 1 Role-Plays Evaluation Rubrics

Description 5 10 15 20

vocabulary I n s u f f i c i e n t 
v o c a b u l a r y 
knowledge.

Some vocabu-
lary knowledge.

Enough voca-
bulary knowle-
dge.

Plenty vocabu-
lary knowledge.

Control of 
grammar

Poor use of the 
grammar struc-
ture.

Some errors are 
shown in the 
use of gram-
matical struc-
tures.

Few errors are 
shown in the 
use of gram-
matical struc-
tures.

Proper mana-
gement of 
g ra m m a t i ca l 
structures.

Fluency Most of the 
times the stu-
dent hesitates 
when trying to 
speak the tar-
get language.

Some hesita-
tion is eviden-
ced while the 
student speaks 
the target lan-
guage.

Few times the 
student hesita-
tes while spea-
king.

The student 
speaks the tar-
get language 
fluently.
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Confidence The student 
demonstrates 
fear to speak.

Several times 
the student 
demonstrates 
fear to speak.

Although at 
times, the stu-
dent demons-
trates some 
fear to speak, 
he/she can 
communicate 
reasonably well. 

The student 
is entirely 
self-confident 
of what he/she 
is saying.

 Motivation The student is 
not motivated 
by the activity 
since he does 
not show any 
creativity, inno-
vation, and 
dynamic body 
language while 
participating.

There is some 
evidence that 
the student 
is motivated.  
Once in a while, 
the student is 
creative, inno-
vative and uses 
some domi-
nant body lan-
guage.

The student 
tries to be 
m o t i v a t e d 
regardless of 
the difficult 
task.  He uses 
some creativity, 
innovation, and 
dominant body 
language while 
participating in 
the conversa-
tional activity.

The student is 
e n t h u s i a s t i c 
about the acti-
vity.  He/she 
is sufficiently 
creative, inno-
vative, and uses 
dynamic body 
language.

Pronunciation Unclear pro-
nunciation of 
words.

Some words 
are intelligibly 
pronounced.

Most of the 
words are inte-
lligibly pro-
nounced.

Words are inte-
lligibly pro-
nounced.

Score: __ /20

Note. Adapted from “Speaking Diagnostic Test – EX 1005 
(Role-Play Interaction),” by C. Girón- García & C. Llopis-Mo-
reno, 2015. Bellaterra Journal of Teaching & Learning Lan-
guage & Literature, 8, p. 74.  

By using rubrics, teachers will be able to identify precisely 
what causes make students not being willing to speak, what 
aspects are necessary to improve to enable learners to par-
ticipate in conversations, and the procedures required to be 
followed to overcome the elements that limit the develop-
ment of students’ speaking skills.  In this respect, Espinosa 
(2015) maintains that the use of rubrics enables instructors 
to score learners’ performance fairly and precisely.    
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Methodology

Participants

This chapter considers the perceptions of 17 university stu-
dents (11 learners from the 5th semester and six learners from 
the 7th semester), majoring in Hotel and Tourism Manage-
ment, from a previous study conducted by Rojas (2017) regar-
ding the use of RPs to develop speaking skills.

Context

The study took place at a public university in two ESP cour-
ses.  The researcher observed that students struggled with 
oral communication and lack fluency.  Past ESP courses 
had focused on teaching these courses using traditional 
methods and seldom using communicative activities.  The-
refore, having students participate in RPs provide them with 
the opportunity to develop speaking skills and prepare them 
for their future professional careers (Rojas, 2017).

Instruments and data collection analysis

The researcher applied focus group discussions and indivi-
dual interviews with semi-structured questions to the par-
ticipants at the beginning, middle, and end of the study.  
However, for the present chapter, the author only considered 
the third intervention.  The questions included in the two 
instruments aimed to analyze the participants’ perceptions 
of the use of RPs to develop speaking skills.

Ethical Considerations

After receiving authorization to conduct the study, Rojas 
(2017) asked participants to sign a Consent Form for Parti-
cipation in a Research Study. The participants´ identity was 
protected by the use of codes.  In this regard, for the present 
chapter, FF155LEV and INTM17LEV are codes for two different 
participants, in which each letter is represented as it follows:



María Rojas Encalada62

F: Focus Group
INT: individual interview
F: female
M: male
#: identity
5LEV: 5th level 
7LEV: 7th level

Results
This section takes into consideration the results obtained 
from the third and final intervention of the study conducted 
by Rojas (2017).  The results are shown in tables that display 
students’ perceptions on the use of RPs which arose from 
the questions included in the focus group discussions and 
individual interviews. The tables also include the comments 
of the author’s present chapter (see Tables 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7).

Outcomes from the Focus Group Discussions (Rojas, 2017) 
Table 2 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays

Category Code Learners’ comments Author’s com-
ment

Displeasure 
about Role-
Plays

Mispronun-
ciation inhi-
bits dialogue 
in role-plays

FF155LEV...sometimes I cannot pro-
nounce the words correctly...

In this respect, 
i n s t r u c t o r s 
should consider 
having students 
practice and 
improve pronun-
ciation through 
recasting and 
audiovisuals.

FF155LEV Words are pronounced 
differently from how they are written.

FF165LEV.If we are not sure how to 
pronounce a word, we should not 
speak because we might be giving 
wrong information to the foreigner.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills in 
the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. A. 
Rojas Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). p. 102.   Retrieved from http://www.dspace.espol.
edu.ec/xmlui/handle/123456789/38520
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Table 3 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays

Category Codes Learners’ comments Author’s comments

D r a w b a c k s 
of using role-
plays

Lack of voca-
bulary limits 
speaking in 
role-plays

FF85LEV.  Most of us 
don’t manage the target 
language well enough, 
and therefore we use 
the translator to look for 
the meaning of words.

Instructors should present 
the new terms to students, 
practice them through a 
different type of exercises 
such as matching, filling in 
the blanks and listening to 
dialogues or videos, so they 
learn how these words are 
used in a real context.

Dull

FF175LEV... it beco-
mes mind-numbing to 
talk about something 
mechanically.

Instructors should encou-
rage students to speak 
spontaneously about 
topics they have learned 
previously and are unusual 
for them.

Feeling sha-
meful effects 
participating 
in role-plays.

FM25LEV. ...we see many 
people and tend to for-
get the dialogues of the 
role-plays …

Classes should transmit 
positive feelings, so stu-
dents are encouraged to 
role-play in front of an 
audience.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays in Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills 
in the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. A. 
Rojas Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). P.109.   Retrieved from http://www.dspace.espol.
edu.ec/xmlui/handle/123456789/38520
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Table 4 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays

Category Codes Learners’ comments Author’s com-
ments

Advice for the 
use of Role-
Plays

V o c a b u l a r y 
training to 
enable spea-
king in role-
plays

FF65LEV …Teachers should help 
us practice vocabulary.
FF135LEV.  I consider that it is the 
responsibility of every student to 
learn the vocabulary…. I think that 
there are topics that we as stu-
dents should learn on our own … 
Interviewer: What activities do 
you advise to improve speaking 
and make them more accessi-
ble? 
FF155LEV.  …Write the meaning 
and pronunciation of the words 
in English.

It is advisable to 
have students 
work on their own 
to acquire some 
background of 
the new terms 
before preparing 
their role-plays.

Pronunciation 
training to 
enable spea-
king in role-
plays 

Interviewer: What activities do 
you advise to improve speaking 
and make them more accessi-
ble?
FF55LEV.  That you as a teacher 
help us to pronounce the words 
that we don’t know how to. 

Recasting or 
corrective feed-
back is necessary 
when learners 
mispronounce 
words.

Make role-
plays enjoya-
ble

Interviewer: What tasks can your 
teacher do, so that role-plays 
become more comfortable to 
prepare?
FF135LEV. …when we are dis-
cussing a topic during class, the 
same day we should perform a 
role-play or a conversation rela-
ted to that matter.
FF175LEV.  … Dynamic role-plays 
make students feel enthusiastic.

I n s t r u c t o r s 
should encou-
rage learners to 
interact sponta-
neously.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays in Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills 
in the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. 
A. Rojas Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). p. 111.   Retrieved from http://www.dspace.
espol.edu.ec/xmlui/handle/123456789/38520
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Table 5 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays

Category Codes Learners’ com-
ments

Author’s com-
ments

Displeasure about 
using Role-Plays

Mispronunciation 
reduces the ability 
to speak

INTM17LEV. ...I don’t 
enjoy participa-
ting in role-plays 
because it is diffi-
cult to pronounce 
the words.

Recasting or correc-
tive feedback is 
necessary when 
learners mispro-
nounce words.

Lack of peer´s 
support 

INTF77LEV. ...Some-
times we don’t have 
our classmates´ 
help.

Instructors should 
encourage collabo-
rative work among 
students.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays in Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills 
in the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. 
A. Rojas Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). p. 123.   Retrieved from Retrieved from http://
www.dspace.espol.edu.ec/xmlui/handle/123456789/38520

Table 6 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays

Category Codes Learners’ comments Author’s com-
ments

Drawbacks of 
using Role-
Plays

The absence 
of language 
u n d e r s t a n -
ding inhibits 
participating 
in role-plays

INTM37LEV. The participants of 
the role-play do not understand 
the target language, and there-
fore there is not an appropriate 
interaction.
INTF97LEV. We don’t unders-
tand English well enough, so we 
don’t perform role-plays appro-
priately. 

Instructors should 
have learners rein-
force some knowle-
dge of grammar 
and vocabulary 
before having them 
participate in role-
plays.

M i spronun-
ciation affects 
speaking in 
role-plays

Interviewer: What is the most 
challenging thing for you?

INTM17LEV. Pronunciation…

Recasting or correc-
tive feedback is 
necessary when 
learners mispro-
nounce words.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays in Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills 
in the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. 
A. Rojas Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). p. 130.   Retrieved from http://www.dspace.
espol.edu.ec/xmlui/handle/123456789/38520
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Table 7 Learner´s opinions on the use of role-plays 

Category Codes Learners’ comments Author’s com-
ments

Advice for the 
use of Role-
Plays

Make Role-
Plays look 
like a real-life 
situation

INTM17LEV.  It would be benefi-
cial to adequate a stage related 
to the task to improve role-plays.  
INTM27LEV. I think students 
should be more creative.  Not 
only to depend on a script but 
also prepare a stage according to 
what is being talked or written.  
In other words, adequate a little 
more the context, so it becomes 
more real.
Interviewer: Why are role-plays an 
excellent option to learn?
INTF77LEV. Because there are 
different contexts to perform role-
plays. 

Arrange the context 
where role-plays will 
be performed, so 
learners feel as if they 
are in a restaurant, 
hotel, airport, etc.

Teacher’ s help 

INTM37LEV. The teacher should 
have a constant control.
INTF97LEV. I believe the teacher 
should center on each group to 
guide them in the performance 
of an excellent role-play.

Instructors should be 
a constant guide for 
learners.

Pronunciation 
rehearsal to 
enable spea-
king in role-
plays 

INTM17LEV. I would advise focu-
sing some more on the pronun-
ciation development, so it would 
be easier when preparing and 
presenting a role-play.

Use audiovisuals 
to have students 
practice the correct 
pronunciation by 
listening to native 
speakers.

V o c a b u l a r y 
rehearsal to 
enable spea-
king in role-
plays 

Interviewer: What advice would 
you give to elude memorizing 
role-plays, so it becomes some-
thing more spontaneous? 
INTM17LEV. I would advise practi-
cing more vocabulary.

Instructors should 
present the new 
terms to students, 
practice them 
through different 
situations, so they 
learn how these 
words are used in a 
real context.

Note.  Participants’ answers.  Adapted from A1 EFL Students’ Insights about the Use of 
Role- Plays in Two English for Specific Purpose (ESP) Course to Develop Speaking Skills in 
the Hotel and Tourism Management Career of a Public University in Ecuador. By M. A. Rojas 
Encalada. 2017 (Master´s Thesis). p. 132.   Retrieved from http://www.dspace.espol.edu.ec/
xmlui/handle/123456789/38520
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Discussion of Findings
The following lines discuss the outcomes of what was 
reviewed in the literature, particularly, the link between 
Rojas (2017) finding on learners’ perceptions of RP, the cau-
ses for an infrequent involvement on those types of tasks by 
EFL students mentioned by Nation and Newton (2009) with 
the present chapter findings.

According to Nation and Newton (2009), it is vital to moni-
tor learners when they are beginning to participate in spea-
king interactions and identify those who may not be willing 
to talk.  Therefore, these authors consider five possible causes 
of students´ unwillingness to communicate orally to scruti-
nize them in this chapter and take the necessary actions to 
reduce their effects. These causes include “inadequate voca-
bulary, inadequate control of grammar, lack of fluency, shy-
ness, and lack of encouragement” (Nation & Newton, 2009, 
p. 112).  Also, participants in the study conducted by Rojas 
(2017) mentioned mispronunciation as another cause that 
affects students’ participation in RPs.

Concerning the fact that some students do not enjoy parti-
cipating in conversations because of inadequate vocabulary, 
participant FF65LEV mentioned that teachers should assist 
students to practice vocabulary (Rojas, 2017).  In this regard, 
Seal (1991) maintain that planned vocabulary strategy, which 
consists of specific and prepared vocabulary teaching, deals on 
words essential for students to learn to accomplish a particular 
task in class.  About this, participant FF125LEV considers that 
the instructor should present the vocabulary for next class and 
have each student make a sentence with the word of her or 
his choice.  Doing this, according to the participant, will enable 
them to listen and associate the words with the topic of the 
class and the area of their major (Rojas, 2017).  Furthermore, 
students will not only learn the new words, but they will also 
have the chance to use them in a context meaningful to them.

On the other hand, if learners do not know the meaning 
of words, language is not understood, and conversational 
tasks become uninteresting.  For this reason, participants 
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INTM37LEV and INTF97LEV maintain that interaction during 
RPs is affected by the lack of language understanding (Rojas, 
2017). It is necessary for instructors, when language is not 
understood, to apply unplanned teaching strategy, which 
according to Seal (1991) refers to the natural assistance of the 
teacher when needed during and at the end of the task.    

Even though students did not mention anything about 
inadequate control of grammar in the third intervention of 
Rojas’ research, a previous study conducted by Hinkel and 
Fotos (2001) promoted grammar teaching in Communicative 
Approach classes to enable learners to produce plain spea-
king.  These authors support a new view of grammar teaching 
that combines formal training and communicative language 
use.  In this regard, Skehan Study (as cited in Hinkel & Fotos, 
2001) maintain that solely communicative program of study 
would be inadequate because of lack of grammar instruction 
that tends to produce fossilization and classroom pidgins.

Similarly, participants on the third intervention of Rojas’ 
study did not mention lack of fluency as a cause for not 
taking part in speaking activities.  However, Nation and New-
ton (2009) consider that fluency develops when activities are 
meaningful; classes are students centered developing fluency 
from previous knowledge, and when learners are encouraged 
to be creative and move beyond what is being taught in class. 

Learning to speak another language is challenging since 
learners need to communicate the message in an intelligible 
and spontaneous way.  Consequently, many students do not 
feel confident enough to take part in communicative activities 
such as RPs.  In this respect, participant FM25LEV maintains 
that when role-playing in front of an audience, they tend to 
forget the dialogues (Rojas, 2017).  Most of the times, students 
are anxious to perform in front of people because they have 
not mastered the target language.  On the contrary, when 
learners become more skillful, they are less afraid to speak.  
The results of a study conducted by Lee (2015) demonstrated 
that most of the teachers’ oral CF influenced positively on the 
learners’ emotional variables helping them to be more profi-
cient and confident during communicative tasks. 
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Concerning the lack of encouragement to participate in 
dialogues during RPs, student FF175LEV mentioned that a 
disadvantage of role-playing is that it becomes dull.  With 
this respect, two participants FF175LEV and INTM27LEV sug-
gested that instructors should motivate students to prepare 
more active RPs more creatively and enthusiastically to per-
form in situations that resemble real-life.  About this, parti-
cipants INTM17LEV, INTM27LEV, and INTF77LEV recommen-
ded arranging the place where the RPs will be played during 
class as a real-life situation, so the participation in them beco-
mes more dynamic (Rojas, 2017). In this respect, the results of 
a study conducted by Garcia-Sanchez (2016) regarding video 
RPs to boost communicative, collaborative, and Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICT) skills in situational 
video RPs related to their professional fields, demonstrated 
that students’ communication skills developed significantly.  

Finally, students mentioned mispronunciation as an essen-
tial cause that prevents them from participating actively in 
role-plays.  In this regard, participants INTM17LEV, INTM17LEV, 
and FF155LEV discussed not enjoying the participation in RP 
because of the pronunciation difficulties.  Therefore, participant 
INTM17LEV advised focussing some more on the pronunciation 
development, so it would be easier when preparing and pre-
senting a RP.  Additionally, participant FF55LEV suggested the 
instructor to help students to pronounce difficult words.  Pho-
nological recast, according to Sato (2016) reduces learners´ mis-
takes.  Another study conducted by Milla and Mayo (2014) sees 
the necessity of recast to allow learners acknowledge the correct 
pronunciation of words to be understood by the listeners.  

Conclusions
From the discussion above, the author of the present chapter 
analyzed the improvements that RP need to go through to 
evaluate speaking skills development in EFL classes more effi-
ciently. For that purpose, the author presented a link between 
the learners´ perceptions about the use of RPs from the study 
conducted by Rojas (2017) with the causes that interfere on 
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the students’ speaking progress mentioned by Nation and 
Newton (2009).  These causes include “inadequate vocabu-
lary, inadequate control of grammar, lack of fluency, shyness, 
and lack of encouragement” (p. 112).  Because participants in 
Rojas’ study mentioned mispronunciation as an additional 
reason for not enjoying RP participation, some research on 
this aspect was also performed.

About learners having an inadequate vocabulary to partici-
pate in RP, planned vocabulary strategy that refers to explicit 
and prepared vocabulary teaching, and unplanned vocabu-
lary strategy that is concerned to spontaneous teacher’s help 
are essential strategies to increase vocabulary development.

Fluency is accomplished when communicative approach 
classes include grammar instruction to avoid language fos-
silization, meaningful and student-centered class activities, 
and when students are encouraged to be creative and per-
form beyond their capacity.  However, shyness is a cause that 
interferes with learners’ fluency, and for that reason, CF is 
essential to help students become more proficient and con-
fident in communicative tasks.  Once learners are fluent and 
confident in the target language, instructors should encou-
rage them to prepare active RP in situations that resemble 
real-life, so they are more motivated to participate in tasks 
that are meaningful to them.

To sum it all up, RPs become a stronger assessment tool 
when following procedures that help to overcome the cau-
ses that interfere with the learners´ willingness to speak.  
In this respect, it is essential to evaluate students regularly 
through the use of rubrics to identify issues that impede 
their speaking development and make RP a more efficient 
assessment tool.    Future research needs to be conducted 
to measure the impact of using rubrics for the development 
of speaking skills through the accomplishment of commu-
nicative tasks.
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Assessment tools are the backbone of reading development 
as they intervene prior to, during, and after instruction; whe-
ther it is to keep or redirect the instructional path as well 
as measuring students’ growth. Unfortunately, English as 
Foreign Language (EFL) settings continue to suffer from star-
vation of professional development resources for reading 
comprehension assessment up to this date. The intricacy of 
reading and limited budgets for research have caused this 
agonizing scarcity. Furthermore, the unfavorable conditions 
match the outcome. Discouraging results regarding reading 
comprehension are evident even after years of permanence 
in EFL classes. Upon graduation from elementary school and 
high school, Ecuadorian students’ reading levels in EFL pro-
grams continue to be very low. Thus, tools to assess students 
in order to forge actual reading growth seem to be neces-
sary.

Tools for assessing reading 
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a foreign language programs
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First world countries are well known for their emphasis 
in reading. These countries have made significant efforts to 
“unpack” the complexity of reading comprehension for their 
English Language Learners (ELL). Therefore, a wide variety 
of resources about reading comprehension assessment has 
been made available for teachers, including reading assess-
ment tools. However, most of these resources discuss ELLs in 
English as a Second Language (ESL) programs. 

Jessenia Matamoros González: Bachelor of Science in tea-
ching English as a Foreign Language from Universidad Tec-
nica de Machala, Ecuador. Master of Science in Curriculum 
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It is well known that ELLs in ESL programs and ELLs in EFL 
programs learn English in different contexts; therefore, they 
pose differences. However, many of these ESL resources are 
quite useful for an EFL setting as both EFL and ESL programs 
have the same purpose, learning a language. The question 
is, which of these resources are useful for EFL students and 
what modifications are required in order to meet their needs. 
In order to find suitable reading assessment tools. 

Teachers would have to embark upon a difficult hunt of 
picking and selecting what is appropriate for their students, 
as well as modifying those tools according to the needs of 
their students. Unfortunately, teachers’ busy schedules and 
lack of expertise could prevent EFL teachers from successfu-
lly completing this task.
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As a response to this issue, this chapter provides teachers 
with a compilation of resources for effectively assessing rea-
ding comprehension in EFL programs. Throughout the chap-
ter, the readers will see in detail how these resources inter-
twine with the reality of EFL settings. With this contribution, 
the authors expect to ease the location of effective reading 
comprehension assessment tools for EFL programs. This 
chapter constitutes a source of knowledge intended to shed 
light on best reading comprehension assessment practices 
to improve the reading comprehension of ELLs in Ecuador 
and any other setting that mirrors the contextual reality of 
our country.

What is reading Comprehension?
Several experts have attempted to define reading compre-
hension. According to Snow, (2002) reading comprehension 
is “the process of simultaneously extracting and constructing 
meaning through interaction and involvement with written 
language” (p. 11). However, this and many other definitions fail 
to provide a detailed characterization that allows teachers 
to truly see what reading comprehension is and involves. 
Experts can’t be blamed for this as reading comprehension 
is such an intricate concept and its complexity makes this 
phenomenon only comprehensible. The density of reading 
comprehension makes mentioning all its components and 
processes in one single definition, quite challenging. There-
fore, we will skip attempting to provide a vague definition 
that you probably already have, and we will “unpack” what 
reading comprehension is by isolating and analyzing its 
most essential elements.

Reading comprehension begins with text. If there is 
nothing to read, reading comprehension can’t exist. The 
basic components of a text are letters, words, sentences, and 
punctuation. The reader must be aware of these elements 
and how they relate to each other. For instance, readers will 
use sound-letter relationships to decode words and aware-
ness of syntax to understand the message a group of words 
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provides. However, reading comprehension is more complex 
than just decoding words and understanding sentences. 
Tyson (2014) provided a similar definition to Snow’s for rea-
ding comprehension. However, she believed it was worth to 
mention that “information from the text and the knowledge 
possessed by the reader interact in order to construct mea-
ning” (p. 1). This allows us to see that reading comprehension 
requires students’ background knowledge to process what is 
being read. For some teachers, background knowledge may 
seem straightforward. However, we will see that this element 
requires careful consideration.

Background knowledge is what students already know 
about a topic. However, to maximize the benefits of back-
ground knowledge we should take into consideration the 
background knowledge of all of the students in a class. 
Through different grouping techniques students will be 
able to display their prior knowledge for the whole class to 
observe. This collection of ideas will provide students with 
a solidified foundation to understand what they are about 
to read. This not only supports ELLs on higher levels, but it 
also benefits ELLs with lower proficiency levels, since it allows 
them to learn language from their peers.

In addition to traditional background building activities, 
teachers must understand the relationship between critical 
reading and background knowledge in comprehension. Cri-
tical reading needs to take place when the text reaches cer-
tain level of complexity and a higher level of thought is requi-
red from the student (Kusiak, 2013). One example of this type 
of reading is when students analyze the perspective of an 
author and the message portrayed. Through critical reading 
the view students have about a topic is deepened and their 
background knowledge is broadened as a multiple perspec-
tive intervenes during critical reading. As you can see, the 
role of background knowledge cannot be overlooked as it is 
a foundational component of reading comprehension. The-
refore, it will be the teachers’ responsibility to include appro-
priate background activities when necessary or redesign 
weak building background activities proposed by textbooks.
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Text features and background knowledge are not the only 
elements that intervene in reading comprehension. Even 
though they are the foundational piece, other processes still 
need to take place in order to understand a text. In addition 
to these elements, reading comprehension requires a series 
of cognitive actions from the reader, which are the founda-
tion of understanding the meaning of a text (Snowling, Cain, 
Nation, & Oakhill, 2009). These cognitive processes include 
the application to reading skills and reading strategies to 
achieve comprehension.

According to Manoli and Papadopoulou (2012), “strategies 
are deliberate actions, plans consciously deployed by lear-
ners in order to cope with comprehension difficulties, whe-
reas skills are automatic behaviors. In fact, what differentiates 
strategies from skills is intentionality” (p. 820). In other words, 
strategies are a series of procedures the reader is clearly 
aware of, whereas skills happen almost unconsciously. For 
instance, students may need to consciously ask themselves 
questions in order to make inferences about a challenging 
text; this is strategy use. On the other hand, when the text 
does not represent a challenge for the student, inferences 
will take place automatically; that is skill application.

When reading skills and strategies are discussed, we can’t 
help thinking about metacognition. Metacognition invites 
students to think about how they learn. In the case of rea-
ding, students use metacognition to think about how the 
comprehension of a text is achieved. Metacognition has 
been widely used and recommended to improve reading 
comprehension. Some metacognitive strategies include 
rereading the text, back and ahead; thinking aloud using 
context information; asking questions about what is being 
read; visualizing, etc. Several experts continue to confirm 
that these strategies improve the reading comprehension of 
students. The question that comes to our minds at this point 
is, does metacognition improve comprehension of a text in a 
second and foreign language?
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Although the correlation between metacognitive strate-
gies and reading comprehension of English language lear-
ners requires further study, several research articles have 
already discussed this relationship favoring the applica-
tion of metacognitive instruction with these students. One 
research conducted with 130 English students studied the 
influence of metacognitive training in reading comprehen-
sion. 65 of these students took metacognitive training for 5 
weeks. The results showed a significant improvement in rea-
ding comprehension in the experimental group (Çubukçu, 
2008). Likewise, in a study conducted by Tavakoli (2014), a 
correlation between EFL students who applied metacogni-
tive strategies during reading and reading improvement was 
demonstrated. As it can be observed, metacognition seems 
to have to ability to support reading comprehension in other 
languages.

Diagnostic Assessment of Reading Comprehension 
and Considerations for Selecting Appropriate Texts
In order to measure the English language level and skills 
of students, including reading comprehension, high stakes 
tests are an accurate option. Among these tests we can find 
TOEFL and Cambridge assessments as the most common in 
Latin America. These tests include reading passages in which 
students are required to answer multiple choice questions. 
However, these tests are quite expensive and many schools 
and students are not able to afford them. In this case, tea-
chers have to design their own diagnostic comprehension 
assessments. However, what should teachers consider in 
order to effectively assess the reading comprehension of 
their students at the beginning of the school year?

According to Snowling et al. (2009), “a thorough assess-
ment should include tests designed to measure both deco-
ding and comprehension” (p. 4). Therefore, not only the com-
prehension of text should be assessed, but also decoding is 
an aspect teachers need to consider during initial reading 
assessment; especially when working with children since 
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at this stage many students struggle with sound letter-re-
lationships. When it comes to older students, decoding abi-
lities have already been developed. However, a few times, 
deficiencies in decoding go unnoticed even for adults. The-
refore, it is good practice to listen to each new student read 
individually, regardless of their age, in order to overrule or 
confirm any decoding deficiencies.

When it comes to assessing decoding skills and compre-
hension of meaning, the text must match the students’ rea-
ding level. A text with a level beyond the student ability does 
not provide reliable answers as the level of difficulty may 
interfere with the results. For instance, the level of difficulty 
of a text could be misunderstood as a decoding difficulty.

How can teachers match texts and students English pro-
ficiency levels? The Common European Framework of Refe-
rence (CEFR) developed by the Council of Europe (2001) is 
the tool many exam developers use nowadays in the EFL 
world for this purpose.

The Overall Reading Comprehension scale of CEFR provi-
des performance indicators for reading comprehension ran-
ging from the lowest to highest proficiency level. At the A1 
level students comprehend very simple syntactic structures 
and easily recognizable words. At A2 levels students’ com-
prehension stretches to understanding texts that contain 
common language and basic professional language. Once 
on the B1 level, students are able to understand undeman-
ding reading about areas they have been exposed to, either 
for leisure pursuits or work. However, it is only when students 
reach the B2 level that they are expected to understand texts 
of different areas. Finally, at C1 and C2 levels, students not 
only comprehend texts of a wide variety of areas, but also 
the student is able to unwrap very complex ideas in the text 
(Council of Europe, 2001).

This scale explains how students in regular EFL programs 
are expected to transition from social to academic language 
in reading comprehension. This also explains the way EFL 
textbooks are designed. These books usually have social lan-
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guage only in their readings at the first levels and academic 
topics only on higher levels. Therefore, beginners have little or 
no exposure to academic texts in traditional EFL classrooms. 
However, there is another category in the EFL world which 
is EFL-Bilingual programs. In these programs students learn 
English by using textbooks native speakers use in English 
speaking countries. In these type of books students, regard-
less of their English level, are exposed to social and acade-
mic language. Thus, in order to determine the reading level 
of students in EFL-Bilingual programs, it will be necessary to 
include academic texts in the reading assessment, even for 
students who come from first grades. This will allow teacher 
to find out to what extent students are able to handle aca-
demic texts.

In conclusion, it is quite important to carefully analyze pre-
vious schooling experiences of students with the intention 
to make appropriate assessment decisions. Some teachers 
may be wondering at this point, how students in the first 
years of education, who have just started to learn a new lan-
guage, can understand academic texts. But this is possible 
as it correlates with Cummins (1979; 1981a) notions of BICS 
and CALP. Cummins emphasizes that students, regardless 
of their proficiency language level, and through appropriate 
instruction, can learn both academic and social language. 
In addition, we have to remember that even academic texts 
have different readability levels. For instance, a text about 
mammals can be written in very simple sentences. If a first 
grader has been exposed to science topics, he will be able to 
read the text with little difficulty. Readability of a text can be 
determined by Lexile levels.

Lexile levels basically measure how difficult a text is in terms 
of structure and content. They are divided into two catego-
ries. The BR_L category (Beginner Reader Lexile) and the L 
category (Lexile). The BR_L level is used for students at initial 
reading stages. In this category the highest level is BR1L and 
the levels will ascend to other numbers. The higher the num-
ber in the BR_L level, the easier the text. For instance, a text 
in the BR100L level will be easier than a book in the BR10L 
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level. In the second category, the L level, levels start from 0L 
and up. 0L to 200L are easier than texts in the 1000L level. 
The L level is usually for students who have more experience 
with reading (MetaMetrics, n.d.). Many online reading passa-
ges and books already bring Lexile levels which is very con-
venient for teachers. By using Lexile levels and the CEFR tea-
chers can find more appropriate texts to assess the reading 
comprehension of their EFL students.

Standardized Assessment Versus Student-Centered 
Assessment
In the United States, assessment of reading comprehension 
in most grades is conducted through standardized tests 
under a multiple-choice format. Students start taking these 
tests as early as 3rd grade. Standardized tests constitute the 
main assessment tool, countries like the United States, apply 
to assess reading comprehension. In order to get students 
ready, many American teachers print and copy hundreds 
of online reading passages under the same format. These 
passages are used to practice for standardized tests, as well 
as assessing students throughout the school year. All of the 
American students, regardless of their English proficiency 
level, have to take standardized tests. However, USA is not 
the only country in America applying multiple choice tests 
to assess reading comprehension. For instance, Ecuadorian 
schools are beginning to apply standardized tests to assess 
reading comprehension in Spanish. This in an indicator that 
standardized tests are spreading to other countries. However, 
this form of assessment has been harshly criticized.

The National Center for Fair and Open Testing has launched 
a movement called FairTest to encourage test policy makers 
to rethink standardized testing. FairTest (2012) warned police 
makers and teachers about the dangers of standardized 
tests and multiple- choice formats in education. They believe 
these tests affect curriculum design and assessment nega-
tively as they prevent application of more student-centered 
instruction and assessment tools. Most teaching practices, 
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when standardized testing is in place, aim at passing the 
test, not students’ actual growth. This is caused by the fear to 
failure teachers face when it comes to standardized testing.

In spite of widespread standardized testing policies, many 
educators continue to defend practices tailored to the rea-
ding comprehension needs of students. These educators 
advise teachers to learn more about each student in order 
to plan or design the most appropriate assessment tools 
for them. Some student-centered assessment tools include 
reading interest inventories, reading interviews, oral/written 
retellings, checklists, anecdotal notes, etc. Each selected tool 
is intended to meet the assessment needs of each student.

One commonality among these tools is that they escape 
the standardized/multiple choice format, which is the usual 
piece of paper with a set of questions students answer by 
filling in a circle with a pencil. They aim at assessing students 
as individuals, but most importantly they are a reminder that 
reading assessment should be more personalized. If we are 
dealing with humans who have different reading skills, back-
ground, proficiency levels, etc., our assessment tools must be 
geared towards gaining a deeper understanding of students’ 
individualities. In this way we will be able to provide more 
effective instruction.

Tools for Assessing Reading Comprehension

Reading Interest Inventories

Reading Interest Inventories (RII) are student-centered tools 
intended to find out the type of reading material and genre 
students are interested in. Some students could be eager 
to read romance novels while others might be interested in 
science fiction; and maybe one group is interested in gra-
phic novels while another wants to read long books. Asselin 
(2004) considers the availability of a variety of texts in the 
classroom as one of the principles of supporting reading 
engagement. This allows students to find reading material 
they might be interested in, to become motivated to read. 
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However, many EFL settings lack reading resources and work 
on limited budgets. Therefore, it is highly important to be 
aware of what exactly students need in order to make the 
most of financial resources. This is when RIIs come handy as 
once teachers are aware of students’ interests, they will know 
exactly which type of reading material their classes require.

In addition to finding out what genre students currently 
like to read, an RII is intended to deepen teachers’ knowle-
dge towards students’ personal likes that may be connected 
to reading preferences; whether it is games, TV habits, hob-
bies, etc. (Bergeron, 2017).

This concept is quite important in places where reading is 
not a common practice as it allows teachers to know their 
students and guide them to find reading material by taking 
other personal aspects of each student into consideration. 
For instance, if a student has an interest in the discovery chan-
nel, he might find interesting reading non-fiction books or 
articles about animals. However, reading engagement goes 
beyond personal likes as it is tied to a wider concept which 
is identity. Identity plays an important role in reading enga-
gement (Protacio, 2013). Each student comes from a context 
with a series of aspects that have shaped him in individual 
ways.  Customs, beliefs, and personality traits are some of the 
identity aspects teachers need to consider when designing 
RIIs in order to find interesting reading choices for their stu-
dents.

RIIs have worked quite well in ESL settings. How suitable 
are they for an EFL context? They are actually very appro-
priate for EFL settings due to their ease of application. RIIs 
are considered time savers as they can be applied to a group 
of students, regardless of their size, at once (Mariotti, 2009). 
It is well known that EFL classes in Ecuador and many other 
EFL settings are quite large. Any tools applied in this type of 
setting must not be obstructed by the number of students 
in a class. In terms of design, the survey should be develo-
ped considering the age of students and practicality. Age 
is important because individuals have different interests at 
different ages. A survey with content that is not age related, 
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in most cases, will provide inaccurate results. In terms of 
practicality, long surveys cause students to feel bored, which 
compromises the reliability of the answers due to tiredness.

Once students’ interests have been identified, teachers 
will begin the task of finding reading material students are 
interested in. This is when educators need to consider the 
reading levels of these texts. We cannot possibly overempha-
size the importance of making sure students reading levels 
match text levels. Difficult texts result in lack of motivation as 
students are not able to comprehend them (Mariotti, 2009). 
Even if students find the topic of the book interesting, a book 
that is too challenging will cause the student to feel frustra-
ted and stop reading.

Assessing students’ reading interests will allow teachers to 
multiply students’ reading experiences. This means that stu-
dents not only will count on the text provided by the teacher 
during instruction, but also, they will be exposed to addi-
tional reading material. Classroom libraries resulting from 
RIIs will be actively used as students’ interests are carefully 
considered. With constant reading practice and appropriate 
reading material students’ will have more opportunities to 
strengthen their reading skills (see table 1 for a complete list 
of topics to design your RIIs).
Table 1: Topics for Reading Interest Inventories

Topics Subtopics
Likes Sports

Hobbies
TV choices
Games

Reading preferences Genre
Long texts
Short texts
Books with visuals
Text only

Identity Family roots
Religion
Personality traits
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Reading Interviews

Reading interviews can be used to find out to what extent 
students understand a text. Prior to the interview, teachers 
will choose the reading strategies and skills to be assessed. 
With this information, teachers will be able to predesign the 
questions students will be asked. By conducting reading 
interviews teachers will find out in detail how well students 
comprehend the text as they are usually conducted on one-
on-one basis or in small groups. Reading interviews, as any 
assessment tool, have to provide reliable assessment results. 
We have to remember that these results will be used to 
make curriculum and instructional decisions to improve the 
reading comprehension of students. What considerations 
should teachers make in order to apply reading interviews 
effectively in EFL settings?

One of the biggest obstacles of any activity in which stu-
dents are required to provide oral or written answers is lack of 
language differentiation. It is for this reason that Krashen and 
Terrel (1983) provided us with a straightforward scale that 
makes teachers aware of what each student is able to do at 
the different stages of Second Language Acquisition. The five 
stages of Second Language Acquisition proposed by Krashen 
and Terrel (1983) are Preproduction, Early Production, Speech 
Emergence, Intermediate Fluency and Advanced Fluency. 
The lower the level, the more modifications are required in 
order to assess students.

At the first SLA stage, which is the Preproduction stage, stu-
dents are not fluent and their comprehension is very limited. 
Any questions asked by the teachers should require non-ver-
bal responses from students. In other words, in most cases, 
students will need to point to the correct answer in order to 
show how much they understand from the text. It is for this 
reason that Krashen and Terrel recommend the use of visual 
aids. The more visuals the story includes, the easier it will be 
for students to comprehend and show comprehension.
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Children’s stories used in EFL settings usually bring visuals 
and teachers can easily use these images to assess compre-
hension. However, that is not usually the case of stories wri-
tten for older students. It is quite difficult to find beginner 
reading material with illustrative images for teenagers or 
young adults in EFL classes. Even though a few publishing 
companies in the EFL world do offer reading material suita-
ble for very low proficiency levels, that is books with ample 
visual aids, this material is usually quite expensive and very 
few schools can afford it. Therefore, in many cases, teachers 
turn to internet to find free online stories to forge the reading 
skills of their beginner students. Unfortunately, although 
beginner stories are easy to find in internet, illustrated ones 
are also scarce.

Under this circumstance teachers will have to think out-
side the box and find another way to provide students with 
illustrated stories. Now that we know that free picture-less 
beginner stories can be found on internet. Other strategies 
will have to be used in order to illustrate them. For instance, 
the school can promote an “illustrator contest” in which 
the most artistic students will draw the scenes that go with 
beginner stories. You will be amazed at how well students 
can achieve this task. At the end of the contest, teachers 
will gather the illustrated books to use them with students 
during their instructional time.

The second SLA stage is Early Production. At this stage stu-
dents comprehend some yes/no and WH questions and can 
say a few words and phrases. For instance, at this

stage teachers can ask questions like “What is the boy 
doing? Or “Who is she?” In this case the teacher will expect 
answers like “cooking” and “Amanda”.

At this stage not only the students’ comprehension of 
questions is higher, but also their reading comprehension 
is higher. Unfortunately, their speech is still very limited and 
even though they understand more, expressing it is hard. In 
this case teachers must provide additional tools to allow stu-
dents to show their comprehension in a more detailed way.
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One very useful tool teachers can use in this case is puppets. 
Puppets can accompany students’ short answers in order to 
show their comprehension in more detailed manner. This 
would extend the number of tools students count on in order 
to avoid the language barrier. Story puppets can be made by 
simply drawing characters and main elements of the story 
on a piece of paper. Then, these images can be cut out and 
glued onto a stick. Some teachers may think puppets can be 
used with children only, but contrary to these opinion, older 
students really enjoy using them.

 The third SLA stage is Speech Emergence. At Speech 
Emergence students are able to explain ideas using basic 
sentences. Therefore, teachers at this level can extend their 
questions to ask, for instance, why something happened on 
a story or how it happened and expect students to answer 
orally. At this point, the use of visual aids will also be a form 
of support, but students will not use them as much since 
they are able to provide spoken answers. However, teachers 
need to be mindful students’ English may sound broken at 
different points, this is when tools like puppets can become 
handy.

At the Intermediate Fluency Stage, which is number four 
on the SLS stages, students are able to use a more complex 
discourse. Students are able to provide responses with more 
than one sentence and sentences contain varied forms of 
subordinate clauses. At this stage little differentiation needs 
to take place when assessing students since they are able to 
provide detailed answers to show comprehension.

The Advanced Fluency does not require any assessment 
modifications as students’ proficiency is near native.

Oral and Written Retellings

In oral retellings, students read a story and then retell it in 
their own words. Oral retellings are an ordinary form of rea-
ding assessment tool in ESL environments. Not only because 
they allow teachers to see how students have grasped the 
elements of the story, but also because class sizes are usually 
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small in ESL environments. A small number of students in 
class allows all of the oral retellings of a class to be conduc-
ted in a short period of time. Unfortunately, that is not the 
case in most Ecuadorian EFL classes.

Large classes may impede the use of oral retellings. For 
instance, it can take about 3 hours to assess a class of 40 
students through oral retellings. That is because a teacher 
would need at least 5 minutes with each student to use oral 
retellings. That gives us a total of 200 minutes to assess these 
40 students. In total, teachers would be spending 3,3 hours 
on oral retellings. Tight schedules don’t allow assessing every 
student of a large class through this assessment tool. On the 
other hand, in some EFL classes, not all of the students can 
take oral retelling assessments due to low English proficiency 
levels. In other words, the number of students who are able 
to take oral retellings may be limited in some cases. Under 
this circumstance, oral retells are more likely.

Oral retellings should be used with students who are at 
Speech Emergence level and above. Students at Preproduc-
tion and Early Production levels would not be able to retell 
the story as they lack the majority of linguistic elements 
in the foreign language. After taking this point into consi-
deration, teachers will select the students who are suitable 
for oral. If student numbers are manageable, oral retellings 
should take place.

Experts, even in the recent years, continue to suggest the use 
of oral retellings to assess reading comprehension of ELL stu-
dents. A study conducted by Faggella-Luby, Griffith, Silva, and 
Weinburgh (2016), showed the effectiveness of oral retellings 
to measure the reading comprehension of 5th grade ELL stu-
dents. However, how oral retellings are conducted also deter-
mines how effective these tools are. Bernfeld, Morrison, and 
Wilcox (2013) warn teachers to carefully consider how many 
passages are used to assess students and the number of tea-
chers who administer the assessment. They suggest using 4 
passages and 2 teachers in order to obtain reliable results. 
Considering these requirements, these types of assessment 
will be conducted less frequently; although, it will depend on 
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the number of students who can take the test. The smaller 
the number, the more frequent the assessment. 

A second option for students with higher proficiency levels 
is written retellings. They also allow teachers to see, through 
students’ writing, the different elements involved in the 
reading material but this tool saves lots of classroom time 
since all of the students will be assessed at once. Rog (2003) 
expressed the following about oral retellings: “it enables the 
reader to focus on the story rather than the writing” (p. 46). 
This suggests that written retells could cause some sort of 
worry in students in order to write correctly with a risk of 
focusing more on the writing rather than reading compre-
hension. This is likely as a piece of writing could constitute 
a documented evidence of their linguistic proficiency. This 
could affect the results of the assessment. For instance, stu-
dents could write less to avoid mistakes or they could omit 
important information from the story because they are too 
busy trying to remember how to write correctly.

Does this mean written retellings are not reliable assess-
ment tools? The answer is no. We can make written retellings 
work by having a detailed conversation with the students 
about what exactly will be assessed through the written 
retelling. Teachers can even show students samples of wri-
ting in which their answers are not penalized due to spelling 
or syntax errors. That will give the students the confidence to 
focus on meaning rather than on language features during 
oral retellings. Students who are aware of exactly how writ-
ten retells will be graded, perform better on this type of tests.

Checklists

A checklist is usually used as a self-assessment tool. The 
checklist contains the reading strategies teachers have tar-
geted during instruction for assessment purposes. Students 
mark the strategies they applied during reading time on the 
checklist. Through periodical use of this tool, teachers will be 
able to identify which strategies are being used, which are 
being used correctly, and which are being used incorrectly. 
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As a result, student-teacher conferences can take place to 
find out more and reteach lessons can be planned.

In order to obtain reliable assessment information, chec-
klists are never used alone. About the use of checklists 
Medina and Pilonieta (2017) suggested the following: “Ask 
the student to give an example of how the strategy was used” 
(p. 234). This means teachers not only need confirmation of 
strategy use through the checklist, but also, they need detai-
led information of its application. Thus, teachers will need to 
use additional tools to find out how students are applying 
reading strategies.

For instance, when reading passages, students could be 
provided with sticky notes to show how they used the stra-
tegy “self-questioning”. The students will use these sticky 
notes to write their questions. During the assessment, the 
students will write which questions they asked themselves 
on the sticky notes. In addition, the students will place the 
sticky note on the edge of the reading passage; they will 
place it on the exact paragraph where they found the diffi-
culty. At the end of the assessment, the students will turn in 
the checklists with all of the evidences for strategy use. In this 
case, the passage with sticky notes is part of this evidence.

Checklists can be designed to escape the “one size fits all” 
concept that many educators argue against. Bender and 
Larkin (2012) expressed that the items on a checklist must 
match the reading needs of each student. Therefore, tea-
chers need to be aware of the strengths and weaknesses of 
individual students. With this knowledge, teachers will be 
able to develop personalized checklists. Getting to know stu-
dents in depth is the key to developing checklists that suit 
the students’ needs. Some teachers might think that gaining 
a better insight into students’ individualities in large classes 
can be quite challenging. However, this can be achieved by 
thoroughly assessing students through written diagnostic 
assessments at the beginning of the school year.

Afflerback (2016) expressed the following about reading 
assessment: “We want to use assessment that helps shift stu-
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dents from an outward orientation, where there is depen-
dence on the teacher for assessment feedback, to one that 
looks inward” (p. 417). Based on this meaningful statement 
we can see the power of checklists since they can be used as 
self- assessment tools to foster independence in students. By 
using checklists, students can see where they are at strategy 
use and they can be used to set new goals. Also, by docu-
menting how strategies are used along the way, students will 
be able to see what they tried previously, what worked, and 
what can be improved in terms of strategy use (table 2 shows 
a sample of a checklist with the most common strategies).
Table 2: Checklist for reading assessment

Strategies How the strategy was used
Make Predictions

Background Knowledge

Context Clues

Summarizing

Make Inferences

Ask Questions

Anecdotal Notes

Anecdotal notes are observational tools aimed at recording 
details about students’ performance during reading com-
prehension. These are particularly beneficial to assess stu-
dents during guided reading. In guided reading the teacher 
meets with a small group of students in which a reading 
lesson takes place. In this lesson the teachers instruct stu-
dents on how to become good readers by teaching them 
how to apply reading strategies. This is a great opportunity 
to use anecdotal notes and record students’ strengths and 
weaknesses. Since guided reading is conducted by the tea-
cher in small groups, teachers will be more aware of how 
each student responds to reading in terms of comprehen-
sion.  However, Bell and McCallum (2016) invite teachers to 
avoid judgements and classifications using anecdotal notes. 
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These notes should be used exclusively to explain students’ 
performance.

Anecdotal notes are actually quite useful for any group rea-
ding activity. The only requirement is for teachers to act as 
observers of said activities. In order to collect data for assess-
ment purposes in group activities, Cornelius (2013) sugges-
ted using a sheet of paper that contains each group seating 
arrangement. Each student will be represented by a square 
with the name of the student at the top. Each square must 
have sufficient space for jotting down notes about the stu-
dent. The teacher will walk around the classroom observing 
and writing down the behaviors that require attention in 
order for the teacher to intervene or make modifications.  
They can be used to write about the linguistic needs of stu-
dents, mastery or lack of mastery in terms of reading skills 
and strategies, interactional factors, for instance, the beha-
vior of a student towards their group partners. All these 
notes will be aimed at making more appropriate grouping 
decisions to guarantee the reading growth of all of the stu-
dents in the classroom.
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Abstract
This chapter presents strategies that are discussed and des-
cribed as tools to gain insights, develop reflective practice, 
and improve students’ outcomes as well as the teaching 
environment. This analysis has been conducted through the 
use of critical action research in public universities in the 
highlands of Ecuador since 2015, so this chapter reports infor-
mation from the experience of three educators who have 
applied these strategies. It offers a simplified way to assist 
EFL educators in the application of informal assessment 
practices that incorporates an understanding and valuing of 
students’ previous background, language learning, and lan-
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guage production in an EFL setting. Therefore, the purpose 
of the information in this chapter is to promote assessment 
for learning and contribute to the educational field with a 
set of strategies for English teachers in order to assess their 
students. In so doing, this chapter aims to promote dialogue 
among educators about the use of alternative assessment 
strategies in their daily teaching, and to promote reflection 
on their own practices.

Key words: alternative assessment, EFL, Ecuador, strategies, 
assessment for learning.

Introduction
English is considered an essential language to interact with 
people around the globe. As a result, if language learners 
achieve English proficiency, they will be ready to communi-
cate with people from different parts of the world and take 
advantage of multiple opportunities that are waiting for 
them. Thus, it is time to reconsider the indispensable that 
language educators’ role and it can help learners achieve 
this communicative goal when applying appropriate assess-
ment strategies to identify students’ previous background, 
learning process, and learning outcomes. Moreover, it is rele-
vant for educators to encourage students to practice English 
in order to go beyond the established book exercises and 
start using English in real life situations. As Littlewood (2007) 
mentioned, there is meaningful language use when learners 
apply it to advance personally and academically. It is never 
too late to rethink current educational practices on assess-
ment; therefore, this chapter advocates for the application 
of grounded alternative assessment tools to help teachers 
gain insights into students’ learning before, during, and after 
the instruction. As Brown and Abeywickrama (2010) state, 
it is essential to consider not only the assessment of lear-
ning, but also for learning by using alternative strategies to 
assess students throughout the whole learning process to 
gather information about their progress. In fact, the informa-
tion presented in this chapter will bring theory from several 
researchers (Regier, 2012; Herrera, 2010; Kozen, Murray, and 
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Windell, 2006; Thomas and Collier, 2003; Ivers and Barron, 
2002; Krashen, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978) into praxis by examining 
strategies that can be used as pre-assessment, formative and 
summative assessments. Among the pre-assessment stra-
tegies, there are Biography Cards and Anticipation Guides; 
UCME (Uncover, Concentrate, Monitor, and Evaluate), and 
Extension Wheels as formative assessment strategies; and 
Portfolios and Video Projects are summative assessments.

Furthermore, it is important to state that English in Ecua-
dor is taught in schools as a foreign language. Consequently, 
the scope of this chapter is school based, and it is directed 
to English teachers who work in an English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) setting. Accordingly, this chapter aims to 
share some assessment strategies to improve their English 
language instruction and as a way to encourage students’ 
assessment beyond gap-filling or multiple-choice tests. As 
such, after reading this chapter, the reader will be able to 
1) reflect upon the pros and cons of applying these strate-
gies in their own classroom, 2) apply their own alternatives 
of assessment, and 3) reflect on the further applicability of 
these assessment tools in their own classroom settings. 

The information presented in this chapter begins with 
a brief description of the methodology used during the 
research. It is divided into four sections which contain a des-
cription, application, importance, and discussion of teachers’ 
perceptions of the strategies in terms of the benefits and 
drawbacks of implementing them in EFL classrooms.

Methodology

This chapter provides information about how three profes-
sors from different universities in Ecuador had gone beyond 
the traditional evaluation and applied alternative pre-as-
sessment, formative, and summative assessment strategies 
as a way to gain insights about students´ learning, develop 
metacognitive skills, and lead to positive learning impacts. 
The application of a critical action research was conduc-
ted to see the direct applicability of these strategies to the 
professors’ educational practice and determine their use-
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fulness in English language learning.  As Gay, Mills and 
Airasian (2012) state, this research is relevant since it helps 
teacher researchers analyze how their professional practice 
is carried out, and how knowledge is gained to enhance lear-
ning. Thus, fieldwork was conducted informally since 2015. 
Data about the application of these strategies was collected 
before, during and after the instruction by means of partici-
pant observation where researchers were not only seeking 
information, but also taking part in classroom activities and 
interacting with students. The strategies were applied within 
regular Ecuadorian university classrooms with students ran-
ging from beginner to pre-intermediate levels. The “conver-
sation as research” (Kvale, 1996), was the principal approach 
to the fieldwork since it provoked meaningful conversations 
about the learning process and built informal relationships 
among students, teachers, and some colleagues who were 
opened to share the impact of the six strategies that will be 
described in this chapter. The teachers collected the artifacts 
produced by the learners and featured the strategies des-
cribed in this chapter, and also kept a record of the students’ 
interactions through field observation forms throughout the 
entire teaching - learning process.  Then the artifacts and 
observation forms were analyzed in order to build a coherent 
justification of the positive results of applying the different 
strategies presented in this chapter.    

Section 1: Pre-assessment strategies for getting to 
know students
Overview:

After reading this section, you should be able to:
Define assessment for learning and explain how it differs 

from assessment of learning.
Describe characteristics of a Biography card and an Antici-

pation Guide.
Explain the procedure to apply a Biography Card and an 

Anticipation Guide.



Consuelo Gallardo Changotásig; Carmen Cajamarca Illescas; Isabel Quito Gutiérrez100

Describe the purpose of using a Biography Card and an 
Anticipation Guide.

Discuss critical aspects of students’ biographies and back-
ground knowledge that teachers can examine when appl-
ying pre-assessment strategies.

This section addresses some of the challenging aspects in 
assessing, such as assessment for learning and assessing of 
learning; and how some pre- assessment strategies can help 
teachers gather relevant information from students to plan 
their instruction accordingly to meet their needs.

Assessment of learning vs. Assessment for learning
It is relevant for teachers to know students’ progress; the-
refore, there are several ways to assess students’ learning. 
However, it is necessary to have a clear idea about what 
assessment of learning and assessment for learning are 
before applying any assessment strategies in a class. Brown 
and Aveywickrama (2010) define assessment of learning as 
practices to assess students’ learning at the end of a lesson, 
unit, or module to see whether the learning has happened 
or not. Whereas assessment for learning helps seek and 
interpret learning evidence from students to check where 
they are in the midst of their learning, and what needs to 
be done so that students can move forward. As a result, the 
two strategies Biography Card and Anticipation Guide are 
tools that can be used to guide teachers’ current and future 
assessments practices for learning.

Strategy: Biography cards

Image 1.1        Image 1.2

Source: Student Biography Card adapted from Herrera, 2010
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What is a Biography Card?

An informal pre-assessment biography-driven strategy for 
planning, evaluating and establishing a good rapport, Bio-
graphy Cards can be used with all students in the classroom. 
This tool helps educators gather personal information from 
students as a way to assess their individual characteristics and 
demonstrate that students are valued as a whole because 
the cards provide information about the sociocultural, lin-
guistic, cognitive, and academic biography dimensions that 
make them unique human beings, as illustrated in Image 
1.1 and 1.2. For instance, in the first section, students provide 
information about their sociocultural background. It is rela-
ted to previous knowledge that students gained from their 
family and community interactions. In the second section, 
students also share ideas about their linguistic background. 
It includes students’ ways of communication, expressions, 
and comprehension in their native as well as in their foreign 
language. In the third section, students provide information 
related to their cognitive background which reflects their 
own way of thinking and applying knowledge. Finally, in the 
last section, students present their academic background 
related to past experiences obtained from their previous 
schools’ curricula and teachers. 

How can you apply it? 

This hands-on strategy has four sections, as depicted in 
Appendix A, and each section provides a space where stu-
dents can write or draw pictures to describe their personal 
information. It is important for teachers to start by talking 
about their own lives using a Biography Card and explain 
what kind of information is required to put in each dimen-
sion – sociocultural, cognitive, linguistic, and academic. For 
instance, the sociocultural part is the first dimension where 
students start describing information about their families, 
countries, religions, holidays and celebrations. When des-
cribing information in the cognitive dimension, students 
need to mention their learning styles, describe the way they 
learn and how they understand information. It is relevant to 



Consuelo Gallardo Changotásig; Carmen Cajamarca Illescas; Isabel Quito Gutiérrez102

emphasize that sometimes students are not aware of their 
individual learning styles, so it would be useful if educators 
take time to help them define their of ways learning by appl-
ying a survey about multiple intelligences. Students need to 
mention their language proficiency in their native language 
and target language to complete the linguistic dimension. 
Finally, students should describe their school background, 
including their previous educational institutions, favorite 
subjects, and past experiences with their teachers and class-
mates to complete the academic dimension of their Biogra-
phy Cards.

Why is it important? 

Bringing this effective strategy to the classroom allows edu-
cators to better understand students who have diverse bac-
kgrounds. It allows educators to be well-informed about 
students’ previous studies as well as their families and com-
munities. As a result, one could argue that the application of 
this strategy invites educators to gain insights about their stu-
dents and consider them as human beings and not merely 
language learners in a class. As Thomas and Collier (2003), 
and Herrera (2010) highlighted, it is essential to analyze 
the socio-cultural, linguistic, cognitive, and academic com-
ponents which are considered in a diagram called “Prism 
Model”. It shows students’ learning needs that they bring to 
the school, and motivates educators to uncover information 
from their previous lives (Thomas and Collier, 1997). Conse-
quently, it encourages educators to create future accom-
modations, plan the instruction, and provide an appropriate 
classroom ecology to welcome and help students advance 
in their education.

What were the experienced outcomes?

This strategy was applied in different EFL settings in Ecuador 
such as: primary schools, high schools, as well as at the univer-
sity level. Based on the notes and reflections gathered from 
the teaching reflection logs used to register daily experiences 
as EFL educators, it was interesting to see how students enjo-



Gaining insights on EFL student performance through meaningful assessment tools 103

yed and felt free to provide their personal information. They 
were engaged in the activity, and they asked us and their peers 
how to complete each dimension of the Biography Card. They 
were able to reflect on their own lives and represent them in 
pictures and words. While we were monitoring our students, 
we were able to recognize some commonalities with our own 
biographies. This knowledge was useful because educators 
realized that they could support students to reinforce their 
learning when they did not understand a topic. On the other 
hand, when students were completing the information about 
their cognitive aspect, educators identified that the majority 
of learners were visual, some kinesthetic and only a few audi-
tory and logical. By gathering all this information from the 
students’ Biography Cards, educators began to reflect on the 
necessity to include a variety of classroom techniques to meet 
their needs. Therefore, educators did not only use visuals, but 
also TPR (Total Physical Response) activities that require move-
ment and provide audio input, so most students felt engaged 
with their learning processes.

Strategy: Anticipation Guides 

What are anticipation guides?

Anticipation guides are informal pre-assessment tools used 
to collect the background knowledge of students about a 
new unit or topic of study (Head and Readence, 1992). As 
Duffelmeyer (1994) states, this strategy allows students to 
activate the knowledge that each student brings to the class, 
and invite them to share their ideas about the target topic. 
Regier (2012) adds that the use of this strategy allows stu-
dents to reassess their knowledge at the end of the comple-
ted unit. An Anticipation Guide is made up of three major 
columns, as illustrated in Appendix B. The first one contains 
the students’ responses before receiving the instruction of 
the targeted unit of study. The second column is a list of true, 
false or incomplete statements. And, the third one is similar 
to the first column, but students respond to it at the end of 
the learning process.
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How can you apply them?

It is important for teachers to develop this strategy by focu-
sing their attention on the most relevant points in the content 
to be taught. When writing the information for the second 
column, teachers should mix correct and incorrect state-
ments, but avoid the use of confusing information. Teachers 
may also explain that in the first column called BEFORE, 
students need to check one of the options, either I agree 
or I disagree. If students disagree, they then write why they 
think differently using the gray space below the statement. 
To have an example of its use in the EFL context, see table 1.1.

Moreover, at the end of its application, teachers collect the 
papers to make decisions using the gathered information. 
This strategy should be handed back to the students at the 
end of the presentation of the content to check the state-
ments again after the learning process has taken place. Stu-
dents compare their answers in column 1 with the ones in 
column 3. Then teachers can highlight the critical issues, and 
provide opportunity for students to reflect on their learning. 
Table 1.1 
Anticipation Guide

Before
Can and can´t

After

I agree I disagree I agree I disagree

CAN is used to express abilities

CAN´T is used to express prohibitions

CAN and CAN’T are followed by a verb in 
the base form. Eg. I can´t eat in class.

I use CAN and CAN’T to express my abili-
ties in the pass.

I conjugate the verb depending on the 
pronoun. Eg. I can drive my car. She can 
drives her car.

Etc...

Adapted from Regier N. (2012). Book One. 50 Preassessment Strategies. Focus on Stu-
dent Learning - Instructional Strategies Series.
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 Check the boxes from the section called BEFORE. If you 
check the box I disagree, use the gray space to write the 
correct idea.

 Why are they important?

The use of Anticipation Guides allows teachers to determine 
what students know about a new topic before it is taught.  
Teachers can use the information gained through its appli-
cation to make instructional decisions about students’ stren-
gths and needs. It is also an indirect way of presenting the 
aims of the unit since the list of statements in the second 
column portrays the most important points to be covered. In 
addition, Kozen, Murray, and Windell (2006) believe that the 
Anticipation Guide is a strategy that helps integrate knowle-
dge and learning in content- area settings. In addition, it is 
important to recognize that a well-developed Anticipation 
Guide supports students’ critical thinking since it helps them 
reflect about their learning and the links they make between 
the previous knowledge and the acquired knowledge.

 What were the experienced outcomes?

Applying the Anticipation Guide at the beginning of the unit 
or a topic allows educators to maximize learning opportuni-
ties by highlighting what students knew, and what they did 
not know about the topic before being taught. For instance, 
EFL educators who applied this strategy selected the topic: 
“The use of Can and Can’t” to assess whether or not students 
have information about it. After the application of the stra-
tegy, educators could recognize which students had pro-
blems with the content, and also what the most problematic 
content points for them were. This awareness let educators 
focus their attention on the problematic situations and rein-
force the points they already knew.  It was also beneficial for 
the students, because they received immediate feedback 
and were told directly what the most important points of 
the unit were. By doing this, they were prepared to focus 
their attention on confirming or reevaluating their ideas. 
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Section 2: Formative Assessment Strategies for Inter-
preting Students’ Progress

Overview
After reading this section, you should be able to:
Explain what formative assessments are.
Define a UCME and an Extension Wheel strategies.
Describe the parts of the UCME and Extension Wheel stra-

tegies.
Specify theories associated with the application of UCME 

and Extension Wheel strategies during the learning process.
Explain the procedure for applying UCME and Extension 

Wheel strategies
Describe five advantages of using UCME and Extension 

Wheel strategies.
Discuss how to apply your own UCME and Extension Wheel 

strategies.
This section presents information about formative assess-

ments as a way to assess students during their learning pro-
cess to interpret their learning growth, and provide imme-
diate feedback to reinforce their knowledge.
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Formative assessments

Strategy: UCME
Image 1.3

 Source: UCME adapted from Herrera, 2010

What is a UCME?

Another useful strategy is called UCME - Uncover, Concen-
trate, Monitor, and Evaluate. It is considered an effective for-
mative tool which emphasizes the importance of creating 
a cooperative learning environment where students work 
together and learn from each other (Herrera, 2010). Learners 
develop their language and content knowledge. This strategy 
supports different points of view from Kagan (1994), Johnson, 
Johnson and Holubec (1993) who talk about the importance 
of using student-centered activities to develop cooperative 
learning in the class. Similarly, this strategy is aligned with 
what has been stated by Herrera, Holmes & Kavimandan 
(2011) regarding the application of active learning strate-
gies as a way to challenge students to work enthusiastically 
by getting support from advanced peers to make sense of 
complex information. This strategy also enables educators 
to emphasize the relevance of designing different grouping 
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configurations and applying them throughout the lesson; 
therefore, it is aligned with the grouping configuration pro-
posed by Herrera (2010). This author mention that it is rele-
vant to allow students to work as a whole group, in pairs, 
small groups, and individually in order to make sense of the 
information and show their learning in different settings.

How can you apply it?

To apply this strategy, educators need to divide the class in 
small groups and provide the template to describe its parts. 
For example, one main oval is in the center, surrounded 
and connected by three ovals (see Appendix C). The central 
oval contains the main information while the others are the 
supporters. Educators need to activate students’ background 
knowledge about the new topic, so students can share their 
opinions. For instance, these questions can be applied: Have 
you studied this topic before? What do you know about this 
topic? Can you think of some examples of this topic? Then, 
students record their answers and thoughts in the central 
oval. 

After that, it is relevant to provide time for students to share 
their individual ideas with their group members before 
moving on to the next stage. Later on, learners think of some 
specific questions they would like to know about the topic. 
After each student has shared a question, they need to write 
down three questions in each of the lines that connect the 
central oval with the other spokes, as illustrated in Image 1.3. 
These questions will be used to guide students’ future lear-
ning about the topic. Next, educators distribute a reading 
text about the academic topic, invite the group members 
to divide up the reading among themselves, and do a jigsaw 
reading to answer the questions. As the lesson progresses, 
students work in their small groups to discover the meaning 
of unknown vocabulary and make connections with the new 
concepts. It is also essential to explain that students need 
to take notes from their part of the text and write down 
only relevant information inside the corresponding spokes 
that can help answer the assigned question. While students 
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are working, the teacher’s role is to monitor the task and to 
clarify information if it is necessary. Teachers need to allow 
time for students to take turns sharing their questions and 
answers in their groups. After that, students select and recall 
information taken from their peers’ interventions to com-
plete the three ovals from the UCME chart. 

Why is it important?

The application of UCME strategy assists educators to elicit 
students’ participation from the beginning to the end of the 
lesson. Similarly, it invites students to be active participants 
of their learning process. This strategy activates students’ 
background knowledge, develops reading skills, emphasizes 
peer interaction, and inspires self-reflection to make sense 
of the new information. This strategy is also aligned with stu-
dies done by Heritage in 2010 which describes the impor-
tance of gathering real information about students’ cogni-
tive skills to get evidence of their English content learning 
and language. Moreover, the use of this strategy reduces the 
TTT (Teaching Talking Time) since students are in charge of 
their own learning, and they are required to talk, work, and 
find support from their group members. As a result, stu-
dents see their classmates as supporters and even though 
the English proficiency levels of each member of the group 
may vary, they are able to support each other to complete 
the demanding strategy.

What were the experienced outcomes?

Educator provided consistent opportunities for students to 
develop their higher order thinking skills, improve academic 
development, and integrate their receptive and productive 
skills. The application of this strategy allowed students to 
learn in a cooperative way. It also facilitated students’ lan-
guage comprehension because it helped students improve 
their metacognitive skills and academic language literacy. 
We also observed that students felt confident working in 
small groups and enjoyed developing their listening and 
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speaking skills by sharing their notes. Educators realized that 
this strategy provides a safe space where some students with 
a low English level, could advance fast in their learning by 
having their classmates’ support. 

Strategy: Extension Wheel
                   Image1.4                 Image 1.5

Source: Extension Wheel adapted from Herrera, 2010

What is an Extension Wheel?

Another Biography Driven strategy, the Extension Wheel 
emphasizes the continuous assessment process to analyze 
what students have in their long-term memory before advan-
cing the teachers’ instruction. It is used to gather informa-
tion from students’ learning reactions as well as individual 
and group participation. It invites students to move one step 
beyond their current learning, so it is also aligned with what 
Krashen (2002) and Vygotsky (1978) said when talking about 
input hypothesis theory (i+1) and zone of proximal develop-
ment (ZPD) respectively. These researchers mentioned that 
educators should value students’ knowledge and use it as 
support to build the new knowledge about a specific lear-
ning topic. Besides, this formative strategy helps teachers to 
assess students’ understanding of a topic, and to check their 
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learning progress to be able to provide immediate feedback 
and reevaluate unclear information. As Wormeli (2006) sta-
tes, formative assessment tools should inform teachers’ ins-
truction, and reflect about how to discover what works well 
in the teaching and learning process and see what needs to 
be changed or modified. 

How can you apply it?

This Extension Wheel is a formative assessment tool for eva-
luating students during their learning process. There are 
multiple ways to apply it, as depicted in image 1.4 and image 
1.5 from the previous artifacts. Therefore, educators can make 
some adjustments based on students’ needs. For example, 
they can include pictures if there are students who are con-
sidered as “false beginners”. It needs to be done as a way to 
provide comprehensible input through visuals and scaffold 
students who are in the early production stage, and need 
to use pictures to create sentences because it is difficult 
to write long sentences by themselves. Thus, teachers start 
the application of this strategy by introducing it as a way to 
extend, assess and reinforce students’ new learning. Then, 
they need to divide the class in small groups, provide a tem-
plate for each group and explain its parts. For instance, this 
chart has a central oval for the main topic and three more 
ovals divided into sections (see Appendix E). At this point, it 
is useful to emphasize that teachers can add or delete ovals 
based on the topic they want to assess. For instance, let’s say 
teachers want to practice the prepositions of place, so this 
topic needs to be written down in the central oval. Then, in 
the second oval and its sections requires information about 
examples of the main topic mentioned in the central oval. In 
our case, there examples are the prepositions of place like: 
in front of, behind, next to, on, in, etc. Then, in the third oval, 
students provide information about when to use these pre-
positions using their own words. Next, teachers give some 
pictures and ask students to glue and match each one in 
the correct section of the fourth oval. After that, students 
write a sentence to describe the picture using the appro-
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priate preposition of place. Finally, teachers can ask students 
to present the Extension Wheel chart in front of the class so 
that the rest of the students can reinforce their knowledge 
about the prepositions of time and how to use them in real 
context.

Why is it important?

This strategy allows teachers to monitor students’ cognitive, 
academic, language and sociocultural development. Con-
versely, it helps students to get comprehensible input to 
understand academic vocabulary while having social inte-
ractions with their peers as they work together and scaffold 
one another. It allows students to feel engaged in their lear-
ning process, and use new English language knowledge in 
an interactive way. It also helps educators observe students’ 
progress, identify learning problems, and clarify doubts as 
soon as they appear in order to provide feedback before stu-
dents get confused or fossilize a mistake. Thus, the teacher’s 
role is seen as a facilitator who is ready to provide help when 
it is necessary and motivate students as capable of unders-
tanding academic topics when they receive appropriate 
support. Consequently, students can monitor not only their 
new learning but also their language use, self-evaluate their 
English growth, reinforce weak points and improve before 
moving on to the next topic. 

What were the experienced outcomes?

Educators who had applied this strategy could monitor 
students’ language and content growth. They also noticed 
that students, who were in the early production stage, could 
advance in their learning process easily because they felt 
confident to interact in their small groups and contribute 
with their ideas to complete the strategy chart. Educators 
also realized that some students needed more practice with 
the new knowledge before being able to individually show 
their learning growth. However, educators saw that while 
they did not provide help to all the groups due to the con-
siderable number of students in each class. However, there 
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were students who worked as leaders in each group and 
supported their peers. They simplify the English language 
explanation so that their peers could understand the topic. 
As such, educators were able to create a collaborative class-
room environment among students, and the whole class 
could move forward and achieve their academic and lan-
guage objectives. Similarly, students were encouraged to 
have visuals, Total Physical Response games, authentic texts, 
and hands-on activities as support for their learning. As a 
result, although the English books provided some activities 
to teach vocabulary and grammar expressions, educators 
were able to go beyond those activities and look for extra 
authentic materials to provide their instruction and assess 
students’ progress, informed by the information gathered 
with this tool.

Section 3: Summative Assessment Strategies for 
Understanding Students’ Learning
Overview

After reading this section, you should be able to:
Explain what summative assessments are.
Define a Digital Video Project and Portfolio strategies.
Explain the procedure to apply Digital Video Projects and 

Portfolios strategies
Describe benefits of using Digital Video Projects and Por-

tfolios.
Discuss how to apply your own Digital Video Projects and 

Portfolios strategies
This section presents information about how summative 

assessments strategies are used to assess students at the end 
of their learning process to check their acquired knowledge 
as well as to have a concrete evidence of their constant pro-
gress.
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Strategy: Digital Video Project

Image 1.6                                                                   Image 1.7

Source: Videos collected from class projects

What is a digital video project?

Performance-Based Assessments fall into the category 
of Authentic Assessments since they require students to 
demonstrate their learning and understanding through 
the performance of a task or a series of tasks. They offer a 
more authentic way for teachers to witness students’ growth 
during and at the end of the learning process than do tra-
ditional final tests. Thus, the application of a digital video 
project is considered as a summative performance-based 
assessment. Further, it implies the incorporation of techno-
logy which is very desirable with our 21st century learners. 
Through the use of multimedia projects, learners’ techno-
logy skills and cooperative work are enforced; they need to 
determine how to organize their new knowledge, and they 
demonstrate their understanding using media tools (Ivers & 
Barron, 2002). Particularly, the assignment of the creation 
of a video encourages learners to work actively and become 
active and constructive (Jonassen, Peck, and Wilson, 1999). 
Aksel and Gürman-Kahraman (2014) state that the use of 
Video Projects in the teaching and learning process is one of 
the new that has arisen due to the advances in Information 
and Communication Technologies (ICTs). They add that stu-
dents are engaged in the preparation of their videos in which 
they practice the target language, and that the activity itself 
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benefits their learning in different ways. Thus, according to 
Ivers and Barron (2002) video projects assignments can vary 
from a simple one-shot video to a complex production as a 
part of other multimedia projects.  

How can you apply it?

As English language teachers, it is very important to assess 
both the oral and written production of our learners. The 
former is usually assessed at the end of a lesson through 
a presentation about the studied topic in which each stu-
dent should incorporate the new knowledge. However, the 
authors of this chapter wanted their EFL college students to 
work on a final product that included the knowledge they 
had acquired through the course in a more meaningful form 
by assigning an end-of-course video project (see Image 1.6 
and Image 1.7). To implement this sort of project, educators 
need to make sure students are aware of the assignment 
from the very beginning of the course, which allows them 
to start thinking about the real possible applications for the 
new knowledge. They are required to work in pairs, but edu-
cators need to pair them so that weak students can receive 
support from the strongest ones. When one month is left 
before the end of the course, students begin to work on the 
project once educators provide them with the requirements 
and the rubric to be used to assess their final production. 
Students have one hour each week to make progress on the 
project in class. During that hour, they work with their peers 
on organizing the ideas, and they have to define the theme 
of their video. The teacher’s role at this stage is to provide 
suggestions for improvement as well as correcting the gram-
mar and vocabulary used in the scripts that students write 
down to use on the video. During the last week of the course, 
all the pairs should have their projects and present them in 
front of the whole class. In this way, educators let students 
watch their partners’ work and share what they have develo-
ped and learned during six months.
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Why is it important?

Regarding the benefits of media projects in general, diffe-
rent studies have reported that when students work on 
this kind of projects, their intelligence development may 
be benefited; they feel empowered since they realize that 
they are producing knowledge, and their desire to learn 
increases (Ivers & Barron, 2002). This kind of project also has 
social benefits in the sense that it helps improve learners’ 
self-confidence since they allow students to interact with 
each other and produce personal videos that are meanin-
gful to them (Hafner & Miller, 2011). Hafner and Miller (2011) 
conclude after having students create digital video projects 
seemed be highly motivational for students because they 
have been able to reflect on their own learning, and they 
describe these projects as different, entertaining, challen-
ging, and above all useful final assessment. Similarly, Nikitina 
(2009) emphasizes the fact that students have more mea-
ningful opportunities to apply the target language as well as 
to develop strategies that help in their learning process. Stu-
dies conducted by Aksel and Gürman-Kahraman (2014) and 
Peterson (2016) on video projects assignments demonstrate 
that most of the students had positive perceptions of the 
effectiveness of these tasks for their language classes and 
preferred this tool as a type of assessment rather than tradi-
tional ones such as essays or individual projects. From this, 
it is clear that the cooperative work that these tasks require 
promotes peer teaching, and in the end, all of the students 
experienced real accomplishment.

What were the experienced outcomes?

Educators who had applied this tool really believe that the 
assignment of this project as a summative assessment was 
of great importance and learning for teachers and students. 
First of all, learners faced a non-traditional kind of assess-
ment that confused them at the first stages. However, they 
perceived it as a challenging task later on, and they had 
several ideas on how to accomplish it. Their cooperative work 
made them progress and communicate in order to agree on 
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the topic and the content of their videos. They realized that 
the knowledge they had acquired during the course could 
be applied to real situations since all the students decided 
to report on a community issue and were very creative with 
the language and the content itself. Educators also noticed 
that shy students felt more confident and comfortable at 
speaking to a video camera than in front of their classmates. 
Secondly, educators had the opportunity to accompany the 
students in the process, but all of the ideas came from them. 
In our case, technology was not a problem since all of the 
students knew how to manage this part very well. Indeed, 
it was good to see that this activity was very productive for 
students to apply their knowledge in a different and mea-
ningful way.

Strategy: Portfolios
Image 1.8         Image 1.9 

Source: student’s writing portfolio

What are the portfolios?

Portfolios are a type of authentic assessments. As such, it is 
developed directly from class instruction, offers an alterna-
tive to traditional assessment, is consistent and genuine at 
assessing students’ classroom performance, allows students’ 
participation in the evaluation process, comprises measu-
rements that are equally important for teachers and stu-
dents, and stresses applicable, real-world activities for the 
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students. In addition, these portfolios are clearly integrated 
within the teaching and learning process in the classroom, 
and the students can demonstrate not only what they learn 
but what they can do with their own knowledge (Tierney & 
Readence, 2000; Tabatabaei & Assefi, 2012). The main focus 
of using portfolios is on the individual progress over time. 
Thus, when they are well-designed, they develop higher-or-
der thinking skills, and learners’ self-evaluation is enhanced 
in order to monitor their growth over time (Herrera, Cabral & 
Murry, 2013). Therefore, teachers can make use of portfolios 
to grasp their students’ formative and summative learning. 
Portfolios are used to collect and organize the students’ 
work over time to track their academic development, as it 
is illustrated in images 1.8 and 1.9. Fundamentally, through 
the implementation of the portfolio, students are expected 
to review, examine their learning to select portfolio contents, 
and assess the competences they have achieved throughout 
the whole class (Johnson, Mims-Cox, & Doyle-Nichols, 2010; 
Tierney & Readence, 2000). Portfolios are seen as tools to 
keep information with a clear learning purpose. They indi-
cate the teaching and learning growth since they represent 
a file of teachers’ and students’ work during the whole pro-
cess. Teachers and students can periodically review them to 
look for improvements, reflect on experiences, understand 
new learning insights and advances, and state future objec-
tives (Tierney & Readence, 2000; Herrera et al., 2013). Port-
folios allow to get a concrete and visible form their learning 
grown so that both the teachers and students can assess 
learning advances and focus on new ways of learning if it is 
the case (Mosely, 2004-2005; Yancey, 2001 as cited in John-
son et al., 2010).  Samples of student work are both concrete 
and: writing, reading logs, student self-evaluation, audio or 
video recorders and more. These are indications of how stu-
dents self- assess their learning process and how they orga-
nize their language advances to present in their portfolios in 
order to meet the stated criteria assigned by their teachers 
(Herrera et al., 2013).
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How can you apply them?

Writing is one of the most difficult language skills for EFL lear-
ners, so it is appropriate to implement the writing portfolio as 
a formative and summative assessment in order to evaluate 
the progress of each student in this specific skill as well as 
their final products. At the beginning of the course, students 
need to be informed of the necessity and benefit of keeping 
a writing portfolio. Similarly, educators should make sure stu-
dents know about the importance of going through a correct 
writing process in order to get the best final piece of writing. 
Then, there is a necessity of establishing guidelines with the 
students in order to avoid misconceptions. Thus, the first two 
writing assignments are developed entirely in the classroom 
so the students can have clear insights of what is expected 
to fulfill for each writing task. Then, students go through the 
writing process from the very beginning, and they are pro-
vided with a peer review checklist to give and receive feed-
back when they have finished their first draft. After making 
suggestions for improvement and receiving them, students                                                                                                     
look at their writing again to make the necessary changes 
that let them increase the quality of their written produc-
tion. The teacher is always monitoring the students’ work 
and interaction, but students are the ones who are mostly 
producing, interacting, and reflecting on their own learning. 
Students document all of their writing productions and 
include the writing process that leads them to achieve the 
final product. At the end of the first term of the course, stu-
dents are asked to bring their writing collection to the class-
room and look at the first and last piece of writing. This can 
be done in a formal manner by giving a list of questions for 
them to answer related to their reflection on progress or just 
in an informal way by writing down the questions on the 
board and asking them to have a discussion in small groups. 
The second option can be done between students and tea-
chers’ dialogues to receive their comments on their own wri-
ting development.
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Why are they important?

Portfolios can be used for both evaluation and instruction 
according to Nezakatgoo (2011), who reported the findings 
of a quasi-experimental research conducted with ESL uni-
versity learners. It was shown that after using portfolios for 
teaching and assessing a writing course, students’ improved 
their writing skills demonstrating greater control over their 
learning and increasing their final examination score com-
pared to the students who were taught and evaluated using 
the traditional systems. In this study, the components of 
the portfolio were decided through an agreement between 
the teacher and the students. In fact, it has been reported 
by many authors that all students from preschool to adul-
thood gain a lot when they are able to assess themselves 
and set their own learning goals (Tierney & Readence, 2000). 
The main benefits of portfolio use are for the students who 
have an active role in their own assessment while working 
with their teacher in the classroom in defining their portfolio. 
Students are engaged in more complex thinking, but they 
can support each other through peer assistance, selecting 
examples, inquiring evidence, and organizing the portfolio. 
Each student’s voice is heard by the teacher and the stu-
dents develop a more positive view of themselves and invest 
more in their own growth. A portfolio as an authentic assess-
ment fits easily into today’s classroom as an extension of 
various learning activities. Teachers can assess their students’ 
different activities in the context of their actual work. Addi-
tionally, not only teachers but also parents achieve a fuller 
understanding of students’ abilities, interests and develop-
ment. Therefore, success of using a portfolio in the classroom 
is based on how it is implemented, and the ability students 
have to self-assess their language learning progress (Johnson 
et al., 2010; Tierney & Readence, 2000).
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 What were the experienced outcomes?

In the context above described, the implementation of the 
writing portfolio was its use as an authentic formative and 
summative assessment. The learners were suggested to see 
it as a documentation of their own learning. At the begin-
ning, it was difficult for them to follow a writing process, but 
over time they could realize that they were able to follow 
the process in an automatic way. They got familiarized with 
the learning, and they could reproduce it without difficulty 
after a few weeks. Besides, they became aware of the use-
fulness of peer feedback and asked to do it before writing 
their final work. Some of their comments to advocate for this 
activity was that their peers helped them produce clearer 
writing and that their peers always asked questions that they 
had not even considered but really had made a difference 
in the presentation of their ideas. Furthermore, both the 
educators and students reflected on the teaching learning 
process. With the documentation of the portfolio, educators 
could see all the effort that their students had made to write 
a paragraph or composition and not just the final project, 
which is what educators tend to look at most of the time. 
Likewise, students were encouraged by looking back at their 
writings and have a concrete evidence of their constant pro-
gress.
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Appendix A: Biography Card

 Appendix B: Anticipation Guide

Before
Topic:

After

I agree I disagree I agree I disagree

Adapted from Regier N. (2012). Book One. 50 Preassessment Strategies. Focus on Stu-
dent Learning - Instructional Strategies Series.

Biography card

Adapted from Herrera, S.G., Cabral, R. M., & Murry, K.G, (2013). Book: Assesment accomm-
dations for classroom teachers of culturally and linguitically diverse students.

sociocultural

academic

linguistic cognitive
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 Appendix C: UCME

 Appendix D: Extension Wheel 1

Topic:

Adapted from Herrera, S.G., Cabral, R. M., & Murry, K.G, (2013). Book: Assesment accomm-
dations for classroom teachers of culturally and linguitically diverse students.

Adapted from Herrera, S.G., Cabral, R. M., & Murry, K.G, (2013). Book: Assesment accomm-
dations for classroom teachers of culturally and linguitically diverse students.

Topic:

Use 1: Use 2:

Examples Examples

ExamplesExamples

Examples Examples
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 Appendix E: Extension Wheel 2

 
  
  
 

Topic:

Example 1

Main idea 1

M
ain idea 2

Main idea 3

Main
 id

ea
 5

Exam
ple 2

Example 3

Exa
m

ple 
4

Ex
am

ple 
5

Main
 id

ea
 4



Assessment has historically been seen as one of the most 
imperative and influential stages within the learning pro-
cess, necessary to effectively measure students’ academic 
achievement. All individuals, at least once in their lives, have 
been exposed to testing, which is often recalled as a threa-
tening and stressful experience. Unfortunately, testing can-
not be separated from the teaching-learning process; it is 
a necessary evil. Nevertheless, it can be transformed into a 
poignant and enjoyable experience rather than an awful 
and anxious memory. 

Authentic assessment & 
practical tools to reduce 
test anxiety
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05 C
ha

pt
er

Rebecca Bonarek: She is a visiting lecturer at UIC Global at University of Illinois at Chicago. She 
served as an English Language Assistant at Lycee d’Estournelles de Constant in La Fleche, France 
before obtaining her MA TESOL from the UIC. Her research interests include CALL/MALL and 
curriculum and test development.

Paolo Fabre-Merchan: Lecturer, researcher, and instructor from Guayaquil, Ecuador, who currently 
teaches EFL in Universidad Estatal de Milagro. He has authored articles for publication indexed in 
Scopus and WOS and has lectured in national and international academic events. His research 
interests include language-acquisition, curriculum development, and EFL/ESL programming and 
methodologies.

Gabriela Villavicencio Gordon: Ecuadorian English Teacher, who serves at Yachay Tech. Master 
in degree obtained in KSU in Curriculum and Instruction/ESL. Teaching experience; elementary, 
middle, high school, and college. She has presented academic events as a lecturer. Research 
interest; responsive teaching, differentiated instruction and diversity and culture within the class-
room.



Authentic assessment & practical tools to reduce test anxiety 129

It has been proven that test anxiety is one of the most com-
mon and visible stressors that are evident during evaluation 
periods, which normally results in poor academic achieve-
ment. Remembering and reproducing a great amount of 
information produce anxiety and fear for students, conside-
ring that most of the time, students’ passing ticket is atta-
ched to a test, no matter how well they have performed 
throughout the course. This situation drives us to reflect on 
the effectiveness of the current grading system, in which the 
midterm and final formal tests are normally worth at least a 
50% of the final score.

In the Ecuadorian context, the Academic Regime Regu-
lation (CES, 2012) establishes that fifty percent of the final 
grade is based on the final examination. Likewise, at Mila-
gro State University (2014), it has been established that stu-
dents will be exposed to two formal testing instances during 
the course, which are worth 60% of their final grade. The 
majority of university courses are graded considering three 
aspects: research practices, out-class assignments, and for-
mal evaluations. In considering the United States’s educa-
tional system, grade allotments are similar. Most colleges 
or universities heavily weight the final exam’s outcome. In 
fact, some state- or federal government-funded programs 
administered at the higher education level consider the final 
exam to be the sole determiner of whether or not a student 
can be promoted. Litchfield and Dempsey (2015) stated that 
the majority of university courses are composed of only three 
practices: “lecture, traditional assessment, and assignments” 
(p.68), the importance of which are exaggerated, unequal, 
and ineffective when compared to real-world situations. In 
cases such as these where class time is spent performing 
relatively undemanding cognitive work, it makes sense that 
teachers tend to focus heavily on the test, but student anxiety 
skyrockets as a result. 

Additionally, throughout our experience, we have observed 
that students’ failure is mostly a product of poor teacher tra-
ining in authentic assessment design.  Most teachers design 
exams according to the book, without taking into account 
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the mode of instruction given throughout the whole lear-
ning process, i.e. these tests do not exhibit true content-re-
lated validity (Gursoy & Arman, 2016). In a more harmful 
scenario, instructors take the tests provided by the book, no 
matter the real content or strategies which students were 
exposed to during the course. Those situations become 
extremely damaging for students, who realize that all the 
time and hard work performed throughout the course have 
been obsolete since the instruction received and the assess-
ment tools applied do not coincide. 

Within these scenarios, it is imperative that educators trans-
form their assessment practices and challenge themselves 
to go beyond the traditional grammar based tests, which 
have a high focus on prescriptive grammar, leaving behind 
other important aspects of the language (reading, listening, 
and oral and written production abilities). Hence, applying 
assessment tools that really demonstrate the use of lan-
guage in authentic contexts becomes essential in order to 
have a complete view of students’ knowledge and abilities. 
Assessment needs to include activities that are familiar to 
students. That is, educators have to consider the application 
of some practical assessment tools that promote community 
among students, permitting learning based in confidence, 
and therefore having optimal outcomes over the whole lear-
ning process in a friendly and stress-free learning environ-
ment. In this sense, it has been proven that authentic assess-
ment provides students with a friendly way to demonstrate 
their learning, most of the time using the same instructio-
nal tools used in classes to formally assess students’ perfor-
mance and language use. Authentic assessment strategies 
are not only friendly to students but also allow teachers to 
construct a general view of students’ knowledge, language 
skills, higher-order skills, metacognition, and processing abi-
lities (Litchfield & Dempsey, 2015).

However, several queries exist related to this controversial 
topic which need to be resolved to completely understand 
the assessment world, such as: (a) what is the real problem 
related to test anxiety? (b) Is there a way for teachers to really 
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know the anxiety level of our students while they are taking 
a test? (c) Is there any fair way to assess all the students in 
the same room yet still differentiate instruction according 
to their individual needs? (d) Is authentic assessment a valid 
and precise way to evaluate our students and to make them 
feel comfortable? 

In this sense, this chapter will discuss the importance of 
determining and how to diminish students’ test anxiety. It 
will also examine the importance of being trained in holis-
tic assessment and not only in testing design itself, which 
aims to transform the traditional pedagogical belief of tea-
ching to the test into teaching to make the whole learning 
experience meaningful. It will also attempt to provide rea-
ders with valuable information about authentic assessment, 
which will give practical and contextual tools and scenarios 
where students can demonstrate their improvement in an 
anxiety-free and friendly environment. 

What is Test Anxiety?
Test anxiety is defined as the behavioral, physical, and emo-
tional reaction that students present when taking a test 
(Numan & Hasan, 2017). This situation can lead to positive 
effects, preparing students to visualize themselves perfor-
ming better on the test; nevertheless, it also can cause nega-
tive effects, provoking students to lose interest, show anti-
pathy, and have a misconception of their own abilities and 
capacities. According to Cizek (2006), test anxiety can be part 
of the general definition of anxiety; this can be described as 
the fear experienced when a person feels threatened, and 
this leads to “physical, emotional, or cognitive reactions” (p. 
11).

Numan and Hasan (2017) quote Zeidner’s (1998) defini-
tion of test anxiety as “a scientific construct, that refers to 
the set of phenomenological, psychological, and behavioral 
responses that accompany concern about possible nega-
tive consequences or failure on an exam or similar evaluative 
situation” (p. 2). Moreover, it is also necessary to keep in mind 



Rebecca Bonarek; Paolo Fabre-Merchan; Gabriela Villavicencio Gordon132

that anxiety can interfere with the performance of good 
study habits and increase the bad, such as procrastination 
(Gerwing et al., 2015), which has been observed as a harmful 
effect on students’ performance and motivation throughout 
our professional experience. 

Causes of Test Anxiety
According to Cizek and Burg (2006), anxiety is not an isola-
ted phenomenon. There are other conditions such as “sex, 
age, socioeconomic status, family environment, self-esteem, 
subject matter, cross cultural relationships, and teacher-ma-
nifested anxiety” (p. 61) that can be related to this phenome-
non, as well as attention deficit problems and other learning 
conditions such as instruction and learning environment. 
Thus, teachers have to acknowledge that students have diffe-
rent situations that can interfere with proper performance on 
a test; teachers need to take into consideration that we can-
not evaluate our students only based on summative formal 
tests without analyzing the educational models and learning 
environment to which we are exposing our students during 
those assessment periods.

Aspects of Instruction

Gursoy & Arman (2016) and Cizek and Burg (2006) claim that 
the influence of standardized tests on how the curriculum 
and instruction is enacted is one of the most common cau-
ses of test anxiety. Cizek and Burg (2006) and Litchfield and 
Dempsey (2015) explain that some teachers prefer traditio-
nal methods and instructional tools instead of implemen-
ting innovative strategies since assessment is usually focused 
on traditional methods. Also, it is important to specify that in 
certain education systems, the emphasis on certain subjects 
like math and literacy (taken in their mother tongue) over 
others like physical education or English is noticeable, which 
is also evident to students. This is a reality in the Ecuadorian 
context, especially at the middle and high school levels, in 
which English is seen as an optional subject, without crea-
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ting a major issue if a student fails. These situations increase 
students’ anxiety during evaluation instances since students 
feel the pressure of being exposed to assessment tools with 
which they have not been previously familiarized during ins-
truction periods, especially in subjects like math and lan-
guage. 

Aspects of Test Environment and Atmosphere

The environment can be a powerful cause of students’ test 
anxiety and poor performance. Deffenbacker determined 
that the evaluative or non-evaluative condition prevails over 
content and skills to be assessed in a test (as cited in Zeid-
ner, 1998). Test anxiety has been observable since evaluations 
started taking place in the education system. There are some 
ways to overcome this problem, although it is an inherent 
condition to tests. Schools are evaluated regarding the sco-
res obtained on standardized tests, and that is one of the 
main reasons why anxiety appears. These conditions do not 
only increase anxiety during evaluations, but also negatively 
affect the whole learning process.

The importance of revealing the causes of test Anxiety

Numan and Hasan (2017) defined different aspects that 
were disclosed while researching this topic as causes of test 
anxiety. It is essential to analyze them to better understand 
how this situation is shaped and to determine if there is a 
genetic or environmental characteristic that boosts anxiety. 
Educators need to go through the delineation, specification, 
testing of the causal mechanisms that include family cli-
mate and parent/child dynamics, and finally, the individual 
response to test anxiety that can be vulnerability or resilience 
towards examinations.
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Effects of Test Anxiety
Educators cannot ignore the negative effects that decontex-
tualized tests produce on the learning process. It does not 
only affect students but also the learning environment, since 
both aspects are closely connected. Hence, there are several 
considerations that all teachers need to be aware of to make 
the best decisions in the best interests of the students and 
their own construction of knowledge. This creates a friendly 
environment to reduce anxiety and to improve students’ 
assessable performance.

Effects on Students 

Numan and Hasan (2017) claimed that there are several diffe-
rent positions about evaluations that affect students, which 
is palpable in their reactions and behavior. Test anxiety can 
influence students in different aspects; in terms of stress, 
it will affect students’ concentration and memory which 
usually inhibits students from verbalizing or clearly expres-
sing ideas. Additionally, their self-esteem can be distorted, 
creating a negative attitude towards the evaluation (Kasper 
& Petrello, 1998), which is demonstrated through a lack of 
interest in and apathy towards the evaluations and nervous 
behavior during testing itself. Those situations can guide 
students to think that they are not capable of doing well 
on a test, which usually drives them to commit academic 
dishonesty. Negative testing past experiences also provoke 
students to develop more anxiety during current or future 
evaluation periods (Zeidner, 1998). Thus, any of these situa-
tions directly affect students’ overall performance and aca-
demic achievement. 

Effects on the learning environment

A testing experience in any context creates a stressful and 
anxious environment for students, which can produce some 
negative effects on the learning process. Decontextualized 
evaluation reduces students’ motivation and active partici-
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pation during upcoming lessons since students believe that 
what is done in class will not support them to successfully 
complete the course. Furthermore, low motivation and poor 
interest on behalf of the students directly affect students’ 
assessable performance, active participation, and academic 
achievement (Fabre & Boroto, 2017). 

Test Anxiety and Assessable Performance
Test anxiety is strongly related to overall students’ perfor-
mance, but it depends on the nature of the test (Baş, 2016). 
According to Ball (1995) and Kasper and Petrello (1998), 
the test anxiety level will increase or decrease depending 
on when and how the teacher provides feedback. Zeidner 
(1998) claims that there is a strong negative relationship that 
anxiety influences memory, cognitive, and complex tasks 
performance, and even real-life situations as well as labo-
ratory practices. It means that not only the performance 
of students is affected but also many other factors can be 
influenced. Family relationships, environment, genetics, and 
individual responses can affect and boost test anxiety levels. 
Hence, it becomes important to understand that test anxiety 
is not an isolated reaction (e.g. Baş, 2016).

Some out-classroom and school situations also need to 
be analyzed in order to propose a plan that reduces anxiety 
during tests. Educators need to have in mind that family 
and society are aspects of students’ biographies which have 
a high influence on their performance at school (Herrera & 
Murry, 2011). As teachers, we all can recall an experience in 
which an excelling student, who has always performed well 
during formal and informal assessments, suddenly failed a 
test because of a family or community issue that was emo-
tionally or physically affecting him/her. Based on this situa-
tion, teachers need to remember that each student is a 
microcosm, and that it can positively or negatively impact 
their individual performance and academic achievement, 
increasing anxiety and stress not only during evaluation, but 
also throughout the whole course. 
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According to Baş (2016), test anxiety can determine stu-
dents’ results in their performance. Anxiety can make stu-
dents lose focus and produce a negative self-evaluation of 
their performance. However, Yerkes and Dodson (cited in 
Sapp, 1993) claimed in their study that test anxiety would 
depend on the nature of the quiz. Furthermore, students 
affirm that when they receive immediate feedback, the level 
of anxiety considerably lessens; however, negative feedback 
after an evaluation can increase anxiety levels (Ball, 1995). 

Additionally, Ball (1995) defined two principles that can 
help determine the relationship between test anxiety and 
performance: task difficulty and overqualified students. 
When a test has a poor level of difficulty and evaluates con-
tent that is too basic for students, it will diminish the level 
of anxiety, and consequently, the results will be positive. On 
the other hand, when students face challenging tests, which 
go far beyond their current level of ability and knowledge 
and include unfamiliar format and strategies, their anxiety 
will rise, directly impacting their academic achievement. The 
second principle includes the behavior and reactions of over-
qualified students. When an excelling student is exposed to 
a test that does not challenge her/him, the level of anxiety 
might be almost null, and they will perform well; neverthe-
less, they will lose motivation and interest in the subject since 
the course does not require a lot of effort.  

Empirical Evidence for the Test Anxiety-Performance 
Relationship

According to research conducted by Numan & Hasan (2017), 
there was evidence that there exists a strong relationship 
between test anxiety and students’ assessable performance. 
The higher amounts of stress, pressure, and anxiety a stu-
dent is exposed to, the poorer the performance and acade-
mic achievement is. To illustrate, a study of Chinese college 
students taking computer-based spoken English tests found 
that as students’ test anxiety increased, their scores also 
decreased, regardless of familiarity with the test format or 
gender issues (Yang, 2017). This research also demonstrates 
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that test anxiety can deeply influence memory, cognitive 
and complex task achievement, real life problems and labo-
ratory practices.

Ways of Overcoming Test Anxiety
After discussing the main concepts of test anxiety and its 
effects and causes, it is essential to develop strategies that 
can benefit both instructors and students during the lear-
ning process in order to diminish students’ anxiety and 
hence improve their performance and academic achieve-
ment. There are several options that can be taken into consi-
deration. This section of the chapter includes practical ideas 
that can boost students’ confidence and can help them 
to overcome anxiety, which are based on the study of the 
following pedagogical approaches and beliefs analyzed by 
Zeidner (1998) and Flippo (2008), as results of their research:  
a) Cognitive Approaches, b) Cognitive- Skill Deficit Approach, 
c) Evaluation of Cognitive Levels (Zeidner), and d) Preparing 
Mentally and Physically, and Organizing your Course Content 
(Flippo). 

Tips and Strategies for Reducing Test Anxiety 

Familiarizing and guiding students to get alone with the type 
of test and format they will be exposed during assessment 
instances is one the main means to reduce test anxiety. “Peo-
ple are often uncomfortable with unfamiliar or with things 
they don’t understand” (Cizek, 2006, p. 109). Brown and 
Abeywickrama (2010) explain that it is beneficial for students 
to be familiar with the way they are going to be assessed, and 
an explanation of scoring criteria is essential to prepare stu-
dents and provide fair evaluations. In our personal practice, 
this situation has been observed as a matter of course; all the 
activities that take place within the classroom are different 
from the formal assessment tools that are applied to stu-
dents during midterm and final evaluations which increases 
student anxiety during test instances. In short, we know our 
students have the appropriate knowledge, but they have no 
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idea what to expect on the test. Because of that, it becomes 
imperative to familiarize students with the techniques that 
will be implemented to assess their knowledge and skills by 
the end of the course. These conditions guide teachers to 
realize that the best practice to overcome this problem is 
introducing authentic strategies throughout the whole ins-
tructional process as well as during assessment instances.

Transforming the Assessment Instances

Throughout the chapter, the fact has been discussed that 
when students get stressed, an optimal performance will not 
be obtained since learners are required to complete a test 
instead of using the learned content and acquired abilities. 
In a real situation, this condition should impact instructors’ 
minds and their current professional practices, encouraging 
themselves and others to transform their assessment tools 
by including authentic activities that can support students in 
feeling that what they are learning is worthwhile.

Authentic Assessment 
O’Malley and Velez (1996) acknowledge that authentic 
assessment is considered to be the use of multiple strategies 
that require “reflection about students’ learning, achieve-
ment, motivation, attitudes, or instructionally relevant class-
room activities” (p. 4). They are student-centered as opposed 
to instructor-centered (Güneş, Demır & Balaban, 2015). O’Ma-
lley and Velez (1996) propose three effective different assess-
ment strategies.

a.) Performance-based assessment: in this type of assess-
ment, an oral or written construction is developed that can 
help solve realistic problems. It can also be an artifact or any 
product that can help to address any problematic situa-
tion and that requires students’ reactions. There are some 
characteristics of this type of evaluation such as construc-
ted responses, high-order thinking, authenticity, integration, 
process and product, and depth vs. breadth (O’Malley and 
Velez, 1996).
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b.) Portfolios: these are the systematic collection of students’ 
work, paper or virtual, that support teacher and school to 
keep track of student progress and academic achievement 
records. It is also useful a great source to foster self-educa-
tion and self-assessment in students, teachers, authorities 
and parents to be aware of the improvement in the students’ 
learning (Güneş, Demır & Balaban, 2015).

c.) Student Self-assessment: this type of assessment helps 
students to define whether they want to work and how to 
do it. Moreover, it develops a sense of self-agency in their 
learning, helping to construct knowledge consistent with 
students’ interests. Performance and development can be 
also evaluated while this strategy is being applied (O’Malley 
& Velez, 1996).

Types of Authentic Assessment

O’Malley and Velez (1996) in their book, describe some types 
of authentic assessment that are commonly used to eva-
luate English Language Learners (henceforth, ELLs). The infor-
mation has been synthesized in Figure 1 to provide a better 
understanding, and also includes the characteristics which 
are highly beneficial for students and teachers. 

EXPERIENCES & VOICES

My experience with role plays, both as a student and teacher, was memorable and 
meaningful. As a student learning French in university, we convinced our professor 
to do a role play as our final: a group of therapy sessions (one for each student in the 
class) conducted in the guise of Harry Potter characters. I remember being able to 
use the language. As a teacher, I want encourage that feeling of freedom with my 
students. Creating the scenarios stretches the teacher’s creative muscles, and cons-
tructing grading rubric (which is the most daunting part) can be done collaboratively 
with students, which offers them a measure of the same ownership I felt as a student. 
Once I see my students start to take ownership of their knowledge of the language, it 
becomes easy to assess their progress. 

Becky
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Figure 1. Types of Authentic Assessment

TYPES CHARACTERISTIC
Oral Interviews • Determine English Language Proficiency

• Can be accommodated according to the level
• Determine comprehension

Storytelling/ Text Retelling • Read or listen a story and retell ideas or details
• Resembles class authentic and actual activities

Writing Samples • Include different purposes, e.g. expressive, narra-
tive, expository, informative, persuasive
• Include different genres
• Feature scoring rubrics

Projects/Exhibitions • Exhibit work
• Can be individual or cooperative
• Include an oral or written report

Experiments • Experiment with using actual materials or expo-
sitions of processes
• Include an oral or written report
• Encompass presentation of materials, hypothe-
ses, methods, conclusions.

Constructed-Response Items • Typify performance assessment
• Answer questions on reading material
• Elicit comprehension and higher-order thinking
• Apply knowledge instead of recalling information
• Create materials
• Use knowledge in real contexts

Portfolios • Collect students’ work
• Show progress of work to superiors and parents.
• Collect samples systematically 
• Assess with rubrics and checklists

Adapted from: O’Maley J., & Valdez R. (1996). Authentic Assessment for 
English Language Learners: Practical Approaches for Teachers. Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. 

Designing Authentic Assessment 

O’Malley and Velez (2006) and Brown and Abeywickrama 
(2010) describe the design of assessment as a whole process 
that includes other teachers, parents, superiors and autho-
rities. The inclusion of other teachers is essential to create 
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a network to share experiences and procedures. Parents 
need to be included since grading and procedures impli-
cit in authentic assessment will be different from traditional 
assessment and some explanation may be necessary. Moreo-
ver, administrators and superiors need to know the change 
in process to support the teaching practicum. We suggest 
an eight-step process to design authentic assessment which 
is summarized in Figure 2. 
Figure 2. Authentic Assessment Design: Process

Adapted from: O’Maley J., & Valdez R. (1996). Authentic Assessment for 
English Language Learners: Practical Approaches for Teachers. Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co. 
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This process is a crucial support to develop authentic assess-
ment tools in any context and subjects, not matter students’ 
levels or biographies. In the following sections of the chapter, 
we will focus on providing authentic assessment strategies 
and tools to effectively evaluate students’ language skills, 
considering English as a Foreign language (EFL) and English 
as a second language (ESL) teaching. Those strategies will be 
based on the Teaching English for Speakers of Other Lan-
guages (TESOL) standards and culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) students’ biographies.

Dimensions for a task and test to be authentic

Assessing students authentically can be considered as a sim-
ple way of applying tasks in class with a “real” context (Frey 
et al., 2012). It is important to take into consideration some 
other factors that constitute authenticity. This broad classifi-
cation provides teachers with a great opportunity to create 
meaningful lessons for the students situated in a context 
which they might experience in the “real world.” While plan-
ning an activity for classes, we have to take into account all 
the dimensions of developing instructional plans with effi-
cacy. These are described in Frey et al. (2012). The dimensions 
are context, students’ roles, and scoring. Giving students 
the opportunity to work on activities that are authentic will 
improve their abilities in many fields. 

Process of Authentically Assess Language: Skill by Skill

O’Malley and Velez (1996) also provide a general process to 
assess CLD students’ language use considering the four basic 
language skills, which is summarized in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Assessing Language Skills: General Process    

Source: O’Maley J., & Valdez R. (1996). Authentic Assessment for English 
Language Learners: Practical Approaches for Teachers. Reading, MA: Addi-
son-Wesley Publishing Company.

Based on this process, the following lines will analyze, discuss, 
and provide some effective means and modes to authenti-
cally assess students’ language abilities and knowledge in 
an enjoyable learning environment, which aims to reduce 
students’ anxiety and fear when evaluation is being applied.

Oral Language Assessment

Oral language or speaking skills are part of the construction 
of language. Therefore, it has to be assessed in an EFL class-
room. Story/Text Retelling is an assessment tool that prompts 
students to retell a story (O’Malley and Velez, 1996): students 
read or listen to a story, take notes, and use them to perform 
a presentation to the class or an evaluator. This is beneficial 
since students do not need to have a prolonged preparation. 
Storytelling is recognized as an authentic assessment tool 
since people relate stories to others all the time, and stu-
dents will be trained to develop this skill. It is important to 
set criteria while considering aspects related to both accu-
racy and fluency, criteria which need to be prepared and 
practiced with the students previous to the formal evalua-
tion. Checklists and rubrics can be used here: they bolster 
confidence within students because the latter know exactly 
what the teacher’s requirements are while being able to 
map their skills onto predetermined criteria of competence 
(Litchfield & Dempsey, 2015). It is necessary to mention that 
this activity should be developed for and accommodate stu-
dent level and needs (Herrera, 2010), creating and inclusive 
and challenge environment for all participants. 
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Strategy Application & Learning Outcomes

In storytelling, students receive a picture story in a bag, then 
they need to decipher the meaning of those images, and in 
upper levels, teachers can ask them to sort and sequence 
them in any order, so they can start guessing the baseline 
of the story. For example, if students get three pigs, a wolf, 
and different types of houses, they may have heard the story 
already or they can be introduced to it by their friends. The 
teacher can also include extra pictures that do not have any 
relationship to the story, so students can also take a known 
story and create a new one.

EXPERIENCES & VOICES

Story Reteeling provided my students a canvas of oppornuties to not only use the 
language in a free-anxiety environment, but also they were free to create. Being able 
to observe students’ creativity, progress, and linguistic competences in the language 
were the most visible outcomes that this activity brought to my teaching practice. 
Most of the students mentioned that they enjoyed the activity and that it was like 
having fun, which dismished the tension of being assessed. It is also essential to men-
tion that more than a 80% of the students achieved high scores.

Paolo

Students’ creativity increases through the use of this collabo-
rative activity, but not only that, it is worthwhile to mention 
that students improve their language since they are using 
the target vocabulary and expressions corresponding to that 
reading level. Additionally, students feel more comfortable 
and engaged when reporting stories; their internal organi-
zation is mastered since they need to put together events to 
create or report the story. Their description of characters and 
events also develops their critical thinking skills, since they 
can summarize, evaluate, criticize, reason, predict, and even 
change the story while at the same time agency is gained 
when they decide what to do with all the components of 
this story. Students feel it is their own creation, and it beco-
mes meaningful to them. At this point, the instructor can 
easily identify if the objectives of the class have been met 
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without the need of a formal speaking test but instead with 
the help of an authentic assessment strategy, thereby redu-
cing students’ anxiety. 

Reading Assessment

As is commonly known, reading is one of the basic skills of 
language learning. Thus, this skill has to be exercised, maste-
red, and assessed during the EFL and ESL instruction. Accor-
ding to Shum et al. (2016) and Bourgoin (2014), there is a 
strong relationship between L1 and L2 literacy. They claim 
that students with reading difficulties early on in their L1 rea-
ding careers will have similar difficulties in their L2.

There are programs that promote and exercise reading skills. 
Fielding and Pearson (1994, as cited in O’Malley and Velez 1996) 
claim that for this kind of program, it is essential to maintain 
4 different components: 1) a great amount of time exclusively 
for reading, 2) guided instruction for reading comprehension, 
3) creation of opportunities for collaboration, and 4) creation 
of opportunities for discussion about the reading.

There are different levels of reading proficiency, and we 
would like to emphasize the level of the students who were 
exposed to this activity. They were able to read short stories, 
use reading strategies, and retell the story from beginning, 
middle and end. In addition, they were able to describe the 
plot, characters and events; all these skills are attributed to 
reading level expansion as explained in O’Malley and Velez 
(1996).  Reading logs are an authentic assessment, and they 
can help students to diversify information taken from the 
texts; in other words, logs can be specialized to include cha-
racters, plot, and main events.

Strategy Application & Learning Outcomes

Students receive one reading passage or complete book and 
are also provided with worksheets that act as logs. They can 
be for characters, theme, plots, setting, storyline, or a combi-
nation of the above. This variety can give teachers the oppor-
tunity to evaluate students’ understanding through small, 
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ongoing tasks. They can be kept in a folder for the future, so 
students can have different ways of looking at a story and 
decoding meaning. 

This activity gave our students the opportunity to unders-
tand a story not only through event order but by analyzing 
several different criteria. They received a story and decided 
to sketch the characters by describing their characteristics. 
Then students categorized them by commonalities or in 
what order they appeared within the story. The sequence of 
events were drawn too using a blank comic strip. Students 
could play with the characters and move them while rete-
lling the story. 

Reading logs give students the opportunity to understand 
a story not only based on events, but by analyzing characters, 
settings, and themes. Reading logs can be used in any order; 
however, it is suggested to start with characters. Students 
can receive a comic strip and sketch the characters; they can 
add words to indicate a certain personality or physical trait. 
They can sort characters by commonalities or by their role in 
the story. Additionally, students can use a reading log with 
a time line or with drawings to illustrate the main events. At 
this point, the instructor can ask students comprehension 
questions in order to understand how students processed 
the information (including vocabulary) and if it matches 
with the content of the story. 

It has been demonstrated that the use of logs fosters stu-
dents’ autonomy and creativity; they decide how to draw 
the characters and how to relate them, while they revise the 
story events by using information from texts. In the same 
vein, students are graded in a free risk environment, since 
the teacher, while monitoring the activity, can highlight 
and correct any mistakes that take place during process of 
understanding meaning or reporting the story to someone 
else. At this point, students’ language can be assessed as 
well: a checklist of the target language can be taken from 
the text. Finally, this activity demonstrates that students can 
better remember all the parts of the story (i.e. characters, 
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setting, plot) because they are actively interacting with and 
manipulating the text by moving the characters from one 
event to the other. 

Writing Assessment

Writing skills are also part of language proficiency, and it has 
to be assessed along with the other skills. According to Bea-
glehole (2014), assessing writing helps the teacher to track 
opportunities for instruction improvement and course con-
tent. O’Malley and Velez (1996) also claimed that there are 
three types of writing (informative, narrative, and persuasive), 
and they are important as they guide the type of product 
that the teacher would obtain from the students. O’Malley 
and Velez (1996) determined in their book that it is impera-
tive to follow a specific process while assessing writing; this 
includes pre-writing, writing and post-writing. We will sum-
marize the main ideas of each step presented in their book. 
First, pre-writing includes the preparation of topics before 
writing and the outline of the composition. Writing consists 
of overseeing the process itself, monitoring the use of words, 
sentences and paragraphs. Finally, in the post-writing phase, 
the writer edits and revises the piece of writing and makes 
any final correction to present it to the teacher. After this 
process, the teacher will grade the final draft with a rubric 
based on “analytic scoring” (O’Malley and Velez, 1996), which 
separates features into diverse components to analyze them 
objectively, therefore allowing the teacher to provide specific 
feedback. All these previous processes can include techno-
logy, and Alexander and Levine (2008) defined this type of 
activity as Web 2.0 Storytelling, which means the traditio-
nal storytelling format can now incorporate new technology 
such as images, hyperlinks and other media tools. The idea is 
to enrich stories through the use of different modes in order 
to convey messages with clarity, making it more accessible.  
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EXPERIENCES & VOICES

Applying the strategies discussed in this session was memorable, my students were 
writing their final paper for their English for Academic Purposes II and they were loo-
king for sources. They wrote their topic, title, and a short introduction draft. All stu-
dents had access to Google doc, all of them helped them checking grammar, and 
also adding links in order to compile a good data base for their classmates in order 
to write their papers. Students were engaged during this activity since they realized 
that having twelve students looking for sources for ten minutes was more efficient 
than them doing it by themselves for two hours, and fresh eyes helped them to obtain 
better information.

Gabriela

Strategy Application & Learning Outcomes

Shared writing is an activity that can be adapted to Web 2.0 
storytelling, since students can not only write a piece of text 
collaboratively, but they are able to use different modes to 
create a multimodal story that will benefit them and their 
audience. The instructor creates and shares a Google Doc or 
Slides presentation, depending on the purpose of the activity. 
After students are asked to watch a video, read a text, listen to 
a song, or any source of information that students will mani-
pulate during the activity, they form groups and take notes 
individually before sharing them with the other members of 
the group. The task should include writing at least ten senten-
ces for lower levels and even essays for advanced levels; the 
only condition is that they need to write a piece of text. The 
instructor assigns one specific part of the document for each 
group. After the arranged time, students need to revise the 
first group and make suggestions or fix mistakes. This process 
is repeated with all the groups; therefore, all students become 
writers and editors at some point. While this is happening, the 
teacher projects the text for all to see; thus, all students can see 
and fix changes and suggestions in real time. At the end of this 
process, students have their document checked, and they can 
use it to make a presentation to the rest of the class. During 
this activity, students can also comment on each other’s work. 
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The main benefits of using this tool is the cooperation and 
rapport that is generated when students cooperate and feel 
useful, and when their ideas are taken in consideration by 
their peers. Additionally, the group that is being checked 
learns that positive feedback is essential for improvement; 
they let down some of their affective filter. Moreover, the 
use of technology facilitates learning and creates a low risk 
environment because students do not feel they are being 
evaluated but instead simply building a text and using diffe-
rent modes, which makes the activity even more attractive. 
Meanwhile, however, the teacher can assess their writing 
while they are actually producing their text. Instead of wai-
ting to receive feedback until the next unit has already star-
ted, feedback can immediately identify their flaws.  

Listening Assessment

For Lems (2001) songs and lyrics not only benefit in the liste-
ning area; they additionally help to reduce anxiety within the 
classroom (Li & Brand, 2009) by the fact that students and 
teachers feel enthusiastic while songs are playing. This creates 
a positive environment and alleviates stress. It has been repor-
ted that the use of music improves pronunciation, vocabu-
lary, and speaking, facilitating more natural communication. 
Music also incorporates cultural aspects that can be analyzed 
during lessons, giving students the opportunity to understand 
their culture or another issue of biographies and language 
through music. In order to understand the close relations-
hip of music and languages, (Li & Brand, 2009) determined 
that music and languages are developed in the same brain 
area, and in addition to that, Maess, Koelsch, Gunter and Frie-
derici (2001) in their study that both music and syntax have 
the same process at brain level.  This indicates that the brain 
will naturally link music with language. Thus, it is important 
to mention that teachers need to be aware that songs have 
emotional, cultural, and sometimes obscure connotations 
which are connected to the acquisition of a language, and 
therefore, music needs to be selected according to the level/
proficiency, age, and interest of students. 
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Strategy Application & Learning Outcomes

Using songs with students benefits the classroom environ-
ment as well as language skills. Some ideas are listed in order 
to provide a general view of how versatile songs and music are 
in general. First, students can read the lyrics and sing karaoke; 
this activity will help students to read and pronounce words 
that can be challenging to them along with matching words 
to a specified rhythm. After this, the instructor can provide the 
lyrics with blank spaces; this encourages students to listen to 
a specific word and later be able to identify it in real conversa-
tion. In terms of vocabulary, songs permit learners to identify 
the general meaning of a word as well as the specific meaning 
within the song’s context. This is essential when one word can 
have several interpretations. The teacher can also use songs 
for instruction or practice of grammar points. For instance, the 
teacher can pick a specific song that uses past tense to teach 
regular and irregular verbs. 

Using music within the classroom is beneficial since it per-
mits students to learn to pronounce words that sometimes 
can be particularly difficult for them. This happens because 
in the majority of lyrics, words are repeated several times. It 
is easier to play a song and sing it instead of repeating words 
in isolation. Blank spaces can be used to learn and practice 
vocabulary as well as grammar points. Students feel less stres-
sed when they are instructed through music because they 
are not explicitly learning the rules and completing grammar 
worksheets, or even worse taking a test; they are using the 
content by singing it. 
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Conclusions
There is clear evidence that the current assessment tools 
provoke a high level of anxiety for students, which can be 
observable in students’ behavior and reactions; moreover, 
it affects students’ assessable performance and academic 
achievement. Throughout this chapter, it has also been 
demonstrated that empirical data proves effective applica-
tion of authentic assessment tools lowers students’ affective 
filter which results in effective learning. Thus, it becomes 
imperative to construct educational communities to collect, 
analyze, explore, design, and socialize with interactive and 
friendly evaluation tools in order to reduce the anxiety and 
fear commonly caused when assessment is being applied. 
Teaching communities need to be holistically trained in 
authentic assessment design, and not only in testing itself: 
determining the evaluation purposes, criteria, and aims (to 
which teachers must expose students beforehand) is impor-
tant so that students are not threatened with being exposed 
to unknown processes. 

In addition, it is essential for teachers to keep a personal 
and professional journal to reflect about the process and 
mark the most important events during all steps of this pro-
cess in order to be accurate while making decisions and 
drawing conclusions after the fact. Educators and students 
need to keep in mind that this is not only strategy change 
for the test; in order to have an efficient system, students 
need to be instructed and assessed using the same strate-
gies and tools. They need to demonstrate they have acquired 
some communicative competences, not that they can pass 
a test. Students need to be comfortable and secure in their 
knowledge. 

 



152

References
Alexander, B., & Levine, A. (2008). Web 2.0 storytelling: Emerging of a 

new genre. Educause Review, 43(6), 40-56. 
Ball, Samuel. (1995). Anxiety and test performance. Test anxiety theory, 

assessment, and treatment. Washington DC: Taylor and Francis.
Beaglehole, V. (2014). Assessing writing using rubrics. Practically Pri-

mary, 19(2), 13-15.
Bourgoin, R. (2014). The predictive effects of L1 and L2 early literacy indi-

cators on reading in French immersion. Canadian Modern Lan-
guage Review, 70(3), 355-380.

Brown, H. D., & Abeywickrama, P. (2010). Language assessment: Princi-
ples and classroom practices (2nd Ed.) Peason Longman.

Cizek, G. & Burg, S. (2006). Addressing test anxiety in high-stakes envi-
ronment strategies for classrooms and schools. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Corwin Press, Inc.

Consejo de Educación Superior. (2012). Reglamento de régimen aca-
démico. http://www.ces.gob.ec/doc/Reglamentos/2017/Abril/
reglamento%20de%20regimen%20academico%20codificacion.
pdf

Fabre, P. & Boroto, J. (2017). A motivated student is a productive learner. 
INTED2017, 11. https://library.iated.org/view/FABREMERCHAN2017

Flippo, R. F. (2008). Preparing students for testing and doing better in 
school. Corwin Press.

Frey, B., Schmitt, V., Allen, J. (2012). Defining authentic classroom assess-
ment. Practical Assessment, Research and Evaluation, 17(2), 1-18.

http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=17&n=2
Gerwin, T. G., Rash, J. A., Gerwing, A. M., Bramble, B., & Landine, J. (2015). 

Perceptions and incidence of test anxiety. The Canadian Journal 
for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 6(3).

Gursoy, E., & Arman, T. (2016). Analyzing foreign language test anxiety 
among high school students in an EFL context (Note 1). Journal of 
Education and Learning, 5(4), 190-200.



153

Güneş, M. H., Demır, S., & Balaban, M. (2015). The effect of portfolio assess-
ment application on academic achievement and test anxiety in 
teaching animal tissue. Necatibey Faculty of Education Electro-
nic Journal of Science & Mathematics Education, 9(1), 1-22. 

Herrera, S. G. (2010). Biography-driven culturally responsive teaching. 
New York:  Teachers College Press.

Herrera, S. & Murry, K. (2011). Mastering ESL and bilingual methods: 
Differentiated instruction for culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CLD) students (2nd Ed.). Pearson: Massachusetts. 

Lems, K. & National Clearinghouse for ESL Literacy Education, W. D. 
(2001). Using music in the adult ESL classroom. ERIC Digest. 

Li, X. & Brand, M. (2009). Effectiveness of music on vocabulary acqui-
sition, language usage,  and meaning for mainland Chinese 
ESL learners. Contributions to music education, 73-84.

Litchfield, B. C. & Dempsey, J. V. (2015). Authentic assessment of knowle-
dge, skills, and attitudes. New Directions for Teaching & Learning, 
2015(142), 65-80.

Kasper, L. F., & Petrello, B. A. (1998). Responding to ESL student writing: 
The value of a nonjudgmental approach. Community Review, 
161-178.

Maess, B., Koelsch, S., Gunter, T., & Friederici, A.. (2001). Musical syntax is 
processed in Broca’s area: An MEG study. Nature Neuroscience, 
4(5), 540-545. 

Numan, A., & Hasan, S. S. (2017). Test-anxiety-provoking stimuli among 
undergraduate students. Journal of Behavioural Sciences, 27(1), 
1-20.

O’Maley J., & Valdez R. (1996). Authentic assessment for English lan-
guage learners: practical approaches for teachers. Reading, MA: 
Addison-Wesley Publishing Company. 

Sapp, M. (1993). Test anxiety applied research, assessment, and treat-
ment interventions. Lanham, MD: University Press of America®, 
Inc.



154

Shum, K. K., Ho, C. S., Siegel, L. S., & Au, T. K. (2016). First-language lon-
gitudinal predictors of second-language literacy in young L2 lear-
ners. Reading Research Quarterly, 51(3), 323-344.

Universidad Estatal de Milagro (2014). Reglamento de régimen acadé-
mico. http://sga.unemi.edu.ec/media/documentos/2015/04/19/
reglamento_de_regimen

Yang, Y. X. (2017). Test anxiety analysis of chinese college students in 
computer-based spoken English test. Educational Technology 
and Society, 20(2), 73-73.

Zeidner, M. (1998). Test anxiety: The state of the art. New York, NY: 
Plenum Press.



Introduction
Computers have been used in language assessment since at 
least the 1960s. However, it was not until the emergence of 
personal computers, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, that 
their widespread incorporation to most educational institu-
tions took place, especially in the developed countries (God-
win-Jones, 2001 & Davis, 1998).

In the specific case of English as foreign language learning 
and teaching (EFLLT), the incorporation of computers has 
triggered a change from traditional pen and paper exami-
nations to others that have fully incorporated the latest tech-
nological advancements.
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In this chapter, we will analyze that change and its impli-
cations for EFL teachers by reviewing the evolution of Infor-
mation and Communication Technologies based evalua-
tion and assessment applications for EFLLT, as well as their 
advantages and disadvantages, current main developments, 
and their future trends1.

For that purpose, we have structured the chapter in six sec-
tions. In the first one, we will present a summary of the evo-
lution of ICT based evaluation and assessment practices. In 
the second section, we will discuss the main advantages and 
disadvantages of these type of practices. The third section 
will focus on technology and language assessment research, 
while the fourth will portray the main recent developments 
in technology, open access software and tools currently avai-
lable online which can be adapted to design and conduct 
evaluation and assessment in EFL/ESL courses, organized by 
abilities or specific purposes. In the last sections, based on 
the most current available information, we will discuss where 
the future of Language Learning (LL) evaluation seems to go, 
and finally, we will present our conclusions.

1 Since there is no universally accepted definition of the term “Information and Communication 
Technologies” (ICT), in this chapter, we will understand ICT as a wide term that encompasses tele-
communications (such as telephones and wireless signals), computers, software, and audio-visual 
systems merged in a unified system to access, store, transmit, and manipulate information. We will 
use the term “computers” only when referring to this specific device employed without an internet 
connection.
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Evolution of computer and ICT based evaluation & 
assessment in Language Learning
Even though specific ICT based applications have been deve-
loped for evaluation and assessment, most applications have 
been closely linked to the larger field of ICT in LL, and there-
fore, have followed the same phases or threads. Warschauer 
& Healey (1998), two of the authors that have studied the evo-
lution of ICT in LL more systematically, initially categorized 
such evolution in three phases:  behavioral, communicative, 
and integrative2. 

The behavioral phase, covering the period from 1960 to 
1970, basically relied on drill-and-practice computer-based 
exercises, where the computer was viewed as a mechanical 
tutor. The best example of this phase was the tutorial system 
PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automated Teaching Opera-
tions) that required a mainframe computer and terminals 
to run (Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p.57). For Godwin-Jones 
(2001), two of the best-known early applications of compu-
ters in language learning were CALIS, from Duke University, 
and DASHER, from the University of Iowa. Both applications 
were designed to support of grammar and vocabulary active 
drill and practice, rather than formal assessment, and “pro-
vided for varied feedback options and recognition/display of 
partially correct answers” (Godwin-Jones, 2001, p.9). 

Between the late 1970s and the early 1980s, the commu-
nicative phase took place with the widespread launching of 
personal computers and among growing criticisms to the 
behavioral postulates, especially from cognitive theory which 
argues that learning implies a process of discovery, expression 
and development. The software developed during this phase 
encompassed text reconstruction programs and simulations 
(Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p.57).

2For Warschauer (2000) and (Motteram, 2013), there is a specific term that should be used when 
referring to the use of ICT in Language learning, namely: CALL which stands for computer assisted 
language learning. In this chapter, we will rather use ICT in LL because the latter term is a wider 
concept.
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The integrative phase can be placed between the late 
1980s and early 1990s. It was framed within the socio-cogni-
tive approach, which placed greater emphasis on language 
use in authentic social contexts. In consonance with this 
approach, computer applications in Language Learning sou-
ght to integrate language skills (listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing) and technology more fully into the language 
learning process. 

In integrative approaches, students learn to use 
a variety of technological tools as an ongoing 
process of language learning and use, rather 
than visiting the computer lab on a once a week 
basis for isolated exercises (whether the exerci-
ses be behaviouristic or communicative). If the 
mainframe was the technology of behaviouris-
tic CALL, and the PC the technology of com-
municative CALL, the multimedia networked 
computer is the technology of integrative CALL 
(Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p.58).

In 2000, Warschauer (2000) renamed the first phase and 
reconsidered the years for each period, placing the first 
phase, now “structural” from 1970 to 1980, the second one, 
communicative, from 1980 to 1990, and the third one, inte-
grative, from 2000 onwards.

These phases, however, should not be understood as fixed 
ones, but rather as trends that even though were dominant 
at a given time, currently still coexist, and their concepts and 
applications are used interchangeably in every day practices.

More recent works from other authors (see for example 
Hubbart, 2009) predicted at least three major areas of deve-
lopment: social networks, mobile technologies, and virtual 
worlds. These areas are already part of most people´s every-
day lives in developed countries. Thus, we could argue that 
CALL is in a new phase, and that due to its connection to 
these technologies, could be called: the virtual-social-mo-
bile one.
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Advantages and disadvantages of ICT-based evalua-
tion and assessment
The advantages and disadvantages of ICT-based evaluation 
and assessment have been extensively discussed and stu-
died by many scholars. In this section, we will summarize 
some of their main arguments and findings.

Advantages

Many of the advantages associated with the incorporation 
of ICT to the general field of Language Learning and Tea-
ching can be extended to language evaluation and assess-
ment, such as allowing students to work at their own pace, 
providing them with tasks appropriate to their own levels 
and giving them prompt feedback, and using multimedia 
to present authentic situations of language use (Dunkel, 
1999 cited by Chapelle & Voss, 2016, p.3). In the particular 
case of language evaluation and assessment, other advan-
tages frequently mentioned are facilitating, contextualizing, 
and enhancing the assessment of linguistic abilities (Winke 
& Isbell, 2017); conducting individualized analyses of lear-
ners’ language, errors, and performance that can automati-
cally provide feedback to students. Advantages also include 
generating reports with detailed information about each 
student to teachers (Chapelle & Voss, 2016); enhancing lan-
guage assessment with the integration of automated test 
analysis, scoring, feedback, as well as conversational agents 
(Li, Schubeck, & Graesser, 2016); and, constructing assess-
ment instruments that expand the possibilities for student 
learning beyond the traditional classroom (Chapelle & Voss, 
2016, p.7).

In addition, according to the 2017 Horizon Report (Adams 
Becker et al., 2017) there is a growing interest in using data 
from learning environments to gather information about 
learning trajectories since learners’ actions reveal their pro-
gress. 
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Furthermore, ICT use multiple modalities to create simula-
tions, or to create or recreate real-life situations that can be 
used to evaluate students. For instance, learners can easily 
record their speaking or pronunciation practices and their 
interactions with other learners; furthermore, the informa-
tion recorded can be used to assess their progress. They can 
also display their work online in a blog, and the texts produ-
ced can be assessed.

Other advantages linked to more specific applications, are 
presented below: 

•  Computer testing: Brown (1992, p.48), states that “the 
advantages of using computers in language testing can 
be further subdivided into two categories: testing con-
siderations and human considerations.” Among the first 
ones, he argues that computers are more accurate at 
scoring selected-response tests and at reporting scores 
than human beings are; they allow testers to target the 
specific ability levels of individual students and they can 
therefore provide more precise estimates of those abi-
lities. Other advantages include the fact that the use of 
different tests for each student minimizes any practice 
effects, studying for the test, and cheating; and diagnos-
tic feedback can be provided quickly to each student. 
Among the human considerations, he mentions that 
the use of computers allows students to work at their 
own pace; they can complete computer-run tests in less 
time than traditional paper-and-pencil tests; and they 
experience less frustration than on paper-and-pencil 
tests because they will be working on test items that are 
appropriate for their own ability levels. For Brown, stu-
dents may find that Computer Assisted Language Tes-
ting (CALT) examinations are less overwhelming than 
paper-and-pencil tests, because the questions are pre-
sented one at a time on the screen rather than in a test 
booklet with hundreds of test items; and many students 
like computers and might even enjoy the testing pro-
cess.
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•  Online testing: some of the advantages of online testing 
over traditional paper-and-pencil testing this type of tes-
ting are related to automatic grading, making it more 
efficient since there is rapid correction and feedback, 
and less expensive. Moreover, multimedia prompts (i.e. 
videos) can be used giving the test a more ‘real’ fee-
ling. Another advantage is that online testing can be 
adaptive, and this can facilitate rapid diagnosis. (García 
Laborda, 2007, p. 8 cited by Chapelle & Voss, 2016, p.2).

•  Online assessment: it can help teachers to more effi-
ciently evaluate surface features such as spelling and 
grammar, to perform automated scoring, and to offer 
students individualized feedback on their writing (God-
win-Jones, 2008, cited by Chapelle & Voss, 2016, p.6).

•  Game-based assessment: it allows teachers to assess 
complex problem-solving processes and outcomes in a 
digital game-based learning environment that can be 
highly attractive to students (Zourou, 2014, cited by Cha-
pelle & Voss, 2016, p.7). 

•  Mobile-Assisted Language Assessment: in a study by 
Chen, Hsu and Doong (2016) it was found that students 
moderately developed self-regulation through mobile 
learning and assessment, and some mobile applications 
provided alternative learning opportunities for them.  

Disadvantages

Brown (1992) presented a list of disadvantages associated 
with the use of ICT or computers, for language testing. In 
the following paragraphs, we list those that in our opinion, 
might still be valid nowadays, at least in many schools. 

For him, the disadvantages of using computers in lan-
guage testing can also be divided into two categories: physi-
cal considerations and performance considerations. Among 
the physical considerations, he highlights the following: 
computer equipment may not always be available and the 
amount of material that can be presented on a computer 
screen is still limited. Regarding the performance considera-
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tions, he argues that the differences in the degree to which 
students are familiar with using computers may lead to dis-
crepancies in their performances on computer-assisted or 
computer-adaptive tests and might cause computer related 
anxiety.

Additional disadvantages mentioned by other authors are 
related to specific types of ICT applications. In a study about 
Mobile-Assisted Language Assessment (MALA), results indi-
cated mixed attitudes from the learners towards MALA 
regarding fairness and lack of authentic communication 
(Samaneh & Samaneh, 2016). 

Technology and Language Assessment Research
In their review about technology and language assessment 
research, Chapelle and Voss (2016) identify three main the-
mes: computer-adaptive testing, automated writing evalua-
tion (AWE), and the comparison of computer- assisted lan-
guage testing (CALT) and non-computerized testing. These 
themes will be developed briefly in the following sections. 

Computer-adaptive language testing 

Computer-adaptive language testing refers to the ability of 
CALT technology to allow for the interaction between the 
input and the answers given by test takers. Depending on 
test takers’ performance on an item, the computer selects 
the next item to show, based on an algorithm defined by 
the test developer. The Educational Testing Service (ETS), a 
private educational testing and assessment organization 
that administers international tests including TOEFL, reports 
the use of item response theory (IRT) to provide for compu-
ter-adaptive language testing (Carlson & von Davier, 2013). In 
general terms, IRT follows a statistical analysis which estima-
tes items’ difficulty and other parameters. When the item is 
tested and a level of difficulty is assigned, it is tagged and 
used in tests. The advantages of this type of testing include 
the possibility of personalizing the test to evaluate the lear-
ners with items appropriate for their level; consequently, 
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there are many different versions of the tests, and test time 
is used more wisely since learners spend time in tasks more 
tailored to their level.  

Computer-adaptive testing is mainly used in formal inter-
national proficiency tests. In the classroom day to day sce-
nario, instructors can develop quizzes in LMS platforms such 
as Edmodo, Moodle, or Blackboard; however, the option of 
adaptive testing is not yet available. Perhaps an update to 
include the adaptability bonus would be feasible in years to 
come. 

Automated Writing Evaluation (AWE)

Automated Writing Evaluation (AWE) or Automated Essay 
Scoring (AES) is technology that has been under develop-
ment since the 1960s (Chapelle & Voss, 2016). It was concei-
ved not merely to assess second language (SL) or foreign lan-
guage (FL) learners. This type of evaluation requires discourse 
analysis and parsing among other features, and it is based 
on natural language processing (NLP). Currently, TOEFL iBT 
uses an automated writing evaluation engine called e-rater. 
This engine evaluates writing quality in terms of grammar, 
usage, mechanics, discourse structure, among other featu-
res. This tool is used to support human rating to assess this 
section of the test. The ETS also offers Criterion, an online 
essay evaluation system for schools which also uses e-rater 
and includes peer review, teacher comments and reports. 
Reviewers of this tool, Lim and Kahng (2012) consider that 
although it is objective, it fails to evaluate content and argu-
mentations. In a later study of the use of Criterion, Li, Link and 
Hegelheimer (2015) reported that draft revisions improved. 
A similar tool MY Access!  developed by Vantage Learning, 
has been perceived to be useful in the drafting and revising 
process as well, according to research findings by Chen and 
Cheng (2008) and Grimes and Warschauer (2010). However, 
students needed their teacher and classmates’ feedback as 
well. Thus, their recommendation is to integrate AWE with a 
clear pedagogical design.
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Other advocates for AWE are Shermis et al. (2016). For them, 
a main advantage of AWE is the ability to provide formative 
assessment in the form of feedback, giving the learners the 
opportunity to improve their texts.  The Intelligent Academic 
Discourse Evaluator (IADE) (Cotos, 2009) and more recently 
the CyWrite,  are two examples of AWE tools created by 
researchers from Iowa State University which target non-na-
tive English writers. Their interest is not only summative 
assessment as in standard tests, but also to provide formative 
assessment and inform research about writing.  

Automated Speaking Evaluation (ASE)

Speech recognition tools face the challenge of processing 
speech that varies greatly from person to person. Provi-
ding responses to spoken utterances is even more complex 
since in addition to processing speech, the software decides 
upon a possible path to follow. Speech recognition tools are 
currently considered mainstream and are even accessible 
from mobile devices (i.e. Siri from apple) and as has happe-
ned with other tools that were not designed specifically for 
language learning, language instructors have used them to 
provide language learners with L2 practice.

Automated Speaking Recognition (ASR) is another area of 
constant growth that will continue to develop. For this type 
of tool, natural language processing (NLP) advances in tech-
nology are essential. They include a database of represen-
tations of sounds from a great number of native speakers; 
the computer then compares and recognizes the sounds 
produced by learners to provide a response and even elicit 
further communication. Thus, the feedback is in the form of 
an evaluation of what was said; that is, what the computer 
understood. 

As it was mentioned previously, ETS is a global leader in the 
administration of proficiency tests such as TOEFL.  The TOEFL 
iBT is the internet based test that assesses speaking as well 
as reading, listening and writing. ETS’s Speech Rater scores 
spontaneous responses. It is “based on NLP and speech-pro-
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cessing algorithms are used to calculate a set of features 
that define a ‘profile’ of the speech on a number of linguis-
tic dimensions, including fluency, pronunciation, vocabulary 
usage, grammatical complexity and prosody.” (“Automa-
ted Scoring of Speech,” 2017). ETS adds that human raters 
review the scoring to validate it and that they are working 
on the inclusion of more extensive NLP features to analyze 
discourse. 

Computer-assisted feedback in the form of audiovisual 
displays of pitch and intonation has been used to provide 
pronunciation practice. Hincks (2002) summarized research 
studies about the use of this signal analysis software with 
positive results. She observes that even though the tool is 
helpful, feedback provided by instructors is imperative. In 
this type of pronunciation practice the learners can see the 
display and intonation of the utterance to be practiced as 
well as their own, comparing how similar or different they 
are and then have the possibility of trying it again (i.e. Visi-
Pitch).  

In addition to the tools developed to help language lear-
ners practice their speaking skill before taking a high stakes 
test such as the one described previously, there are several 
software applications free of charge that can be used in a 
classroom setting scenario. A recent study by Li et al. (2017) 
about the use of the ASR device IVI (iFlytek Voice Input) to 
improve pronunciation in Chinese English learners yielded 
positive results. In this study learners would read a text aloud 
and the app would transcribe it. They could then visualize 
their pronunciation mistakes. They were then asked to work 
on the sounds that presented problems and repeat their 
practice after a week. A drawback that they observe is the 
fact that the tool lacks an option to check the pronunciation 
of the words. 
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Developments in Computer Assisted Language 
Testing per Language Skill
Nowadays any of the four basic language skills can be asses-
sed using a computer. Technological advancements and 
innovations have enabled educators to assess all four skills 
whereas only receptive skills (listening and reading), were 
feasible in years past.  

Speaking Evaluation Tests and Tools

ICT and language assessment have been associated as far back 
as the 1980s (Suvorov & Hegelheimer, 2014) and ICT usage has 
only continued to evolve. Regarding speaking assessment, 
institutions have access to standard language tests that can 
provide feedback on students’ speaking abilities. Some of 
these tests are offered by renowned institutions in the lan-
guage testing field and they include, in addition to the already 
mentioned TOEFL IBT® (Test of English as a Foreign Language 
Internet-Based Test), the BULATS (Business Language Testing 
Service) Speaking Test, the BEST™ (Basic English Skills Test), 
the Versant™ English Test, and the PTE Academic™ (Pearson 
Test of English) (Suvorov & Hegelheimer, 2014). Nevertheless, 
these tests have a considerable cost and are not available in 
most locations, which make them impractical for the average 
language educator. Fortunately, there are many commercial 
and open-source tools to evaluate and assess speaking abili-
ties that are available to English teachers everywhere. 

Regarding the commercial options, there are some spea-
king evaluations tools that teachers can use. Some of the 
most recent options include tools such as the Speech Rater℠ 
Engine in the TOEFL Online Practice Test by ETS and the 
iSpraak Online Pronunciation Feedback web application. 

As it was mentioned, the Speech Rater℠ Engine is a system 
to evaluate spoken production of speakers who will be taking 
a standardized speaking test such as the TOEFL® test. This 
system´results have shown a close correlation to the results 
of human-based evaluation of speaking (Bat & Yoon, 2015). 



The role of ICT in the evaluation and assessment of English as foreign or as a second language 167

Another commercial option for educators is the iSpraak 
Online Pronunciation Feedback web application. This appli-
cation was developed by Dan Nickolai at Saint Louis Uni-
versity to integrate a formative assessment tool with emer-
gent speech recognition and speech synthesis technologies 
(Adams, et al., 2017). This application works through the Goo-
gle Chrome web browser and although initial use is free to 
use, extended use of the application requires a subscription. 

Duolingo is a widely known and popular application for 
language learning. English teachers can use this application 
to grade students’ oral proficiency since the application sco-
res the students’ oral skills and pronunciation. Additionally, 
this application offers the Duolingo English Test. This test 
offers a trial version which is free, and a paid version that 
includes a certificate. The Duolingo English Test is relatively 
new but some authors suggest its usefulness in improving 
students’ oral abilities as well as confidence (De Castro, Da 
Hora, & Pinto, 2016). Also, according to Ye (2014), it can help 
students improve their TOEFL scores.

There are other free and open-source applications crea-
ted for educational purposes that can be used for language 
learning for assessment purposes. The Voki Ed application 
allows teachers and students to create talking animated 
avatars using their own voices. The Voki Ed application does 
not have speech recognition tools. However, it allows users to 
create an animated avatar that resembles their appearance, 
and then to record a spoken message using the recording 
feature. Voki Ed is free to download, but most of its features 
require users to buy the full version or to make in-app-pur-
chases. Nevertheless, the advantages of using Voki Ed are 
many, such as the fact that students may access it through 
a computer or a handheld device. In addition, it appeals to 
different personalities, and since students are able to share 
their videos, they can also get feedback from their classma-
tes (Yona & Marlina, 2014). 

The EduSynch platform is a website and application that 
allows students to practice their language skills in prepara-
tion for a TOEFL exam and similar English Language Stan-
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dardized tests. Educators can take advantage of its free 
speaking evaluations and professionally developed interface. 
In addition, if students so desire, the EduSynch platform also 
offers oral and written examinations grades by professionals 
for a fee.

Finally, there are applications that were not originally inten-
ded for language teaching, but are experiencing a conside-
rable growth in language teaching and assessment. Among 
these are web platforms such as VoiceThread, the WeSpeke 
web application, and speech-coaching applications like Orai. 

VoiceThread (Stannard & Basiel, 2013) is one of the plat-
forms with the fastest rising popularity in spoken formative 
assessment in English language learning. It is cloud-based 
and thus does not require the installation of any software. 
It offers educators a platform where they can communicate 
using video and audio messages as well as text. The inter-
face allows for group interaction and contains an analytics 
section that enables teachers to monitor the activity of their 
courses. Unfortunately, VoiceThread is a platform that requi-
res a license to be used and thus it is not an option for edu-
cators who do not have financial support from an institution. 

A second rising option is the WeSpeke platform. This plat-
form was created with the purpose of language learning and 
speaker interaction. The WeSpeke interface allows learners 
to interact with other speakers around the world with writ-
ten messages and audio recordings and it is completely free 
to use. It also has courses in which students can enroll to fur-
ther practice their skills and it is a platform where teachers 
and students can practice their speaking abilities outside 
the classroom (Mora, 2016). 

Finally, the Orai application is another rising star in speaking 
practice and assessment. Orai works with different speaking 
tasks, such as tongue-twisters, repetition, and text reading. 
The app can be used by both native and non-native English 
speakers — machine learning is used to interpret a range of 
accents, and while it is still in its early stages, it has shown 
promising results (Simon-Lewis, 2017). The app is still recent 
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(it was launched in April 2017) and it is only available for IOS 
devices at the moment, but it is likely to migrate to android 
as well in the near future.

Evaluation Tests and Tools for Writing

The evaluation of written language can be aided by a variety 
of technologies.  In addition to the standardized tests for 
writing abilities mentioned earlier there are also the COM-
PASS® ESL Placement Test to evaluate students’ essay wri-
ting abilities (Suvorov & Hegelheimer, 2014) and the DIALANG 
test to determine students’ approximate writing proficiency 
according to the Common European Framework of Refe-
rence (Winke & Isbell, 2017). Nevertheless, like in the case of 
speaking evaluation, these tests are available for a fee and 
not accessible in all locations, which might be impractical 
for the average language educator. 

Another commercial tool to evaluate and assess writing 
abilities is also available to English teachers. The WriterPlacer 
by Accuplacer® is offered from The College Board. This tool 
asks students to write an essay which is then graded by an 
automated system. This system is used to evaluate students’ 
writing skills in their native language as well as in English. 

The Grammarly web add-on is a tool that allows the users 
to check their grammar, spelling, punctuation, sentence 
structure and to detect plagiarism. Grammarly is an auto-
matic editing tool like Word from MSOffice. This add-on, 
although recent, has been reported to be well-received by 
many higher education students (Cavaleri & Dianati, 2016) 
and to help in the learning of certain grammar structures 
such as the passive voice (Qassemzadeh & Soleimani, 2016). 
Finally, though Grammarly has a free add-on option for users, 
it is much more limited in use compared to the premium 
version, since it includes fewer assessment options. 

Regarding free and open source options for the evaluation 
and assessment of writing abilities there are several options 
as well, including the Paper Rater website, the WhiteSmoke 
grammar checker, and the Language Tool Proofreading Service. 
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The Paper Rater website is an online platform where stu-
dents can submit their written work and have it analyzed. The 
website checks the text’s grammar, spelling, word choice, 
style, and vocabulary, and it also looks for plagiarized text. 
The text simply must be copy-pasted into a text box in the 
website and the feedback is generated automatically. Addi-
tionally, the Paper Rater website checks the texts according 
to the grade of the person submitting the paper. Although 
Paper Rater is mostly used to check students’ writing skills it 
is also a popular tool to check for plagiarism (Masic, Begic, & 
Dobraca, 2017). 

Another non-commercial alternative to assess writing is 
the WhiteSmoke grammar checker. This software checks 
spelling, grammar, punctuation and plagiarism. It is com-
patible with MS Office Word and it works in several opera-
ting systems as well. This site offers a free trial and users can 
purchase the full version. There is also a web version of the 
software as well as a mobile application. In addition to the 
features mentioned earlier, this mobile application seems to 
improve students’ self-assessment (Qazzemzadeh & Solei-
mani, 2016).

Finally, the Language Tool proofreading service is another 
free assessment option. Language Tool is an open source 
option that allows users to identify grammar and style issues 
such as verb tenses, concordances, use of transitions, spelling 
errors and word choices. Though this option has more limita-
tions than the other two mentioned above it is the only one 
that is genuinely free and it is compatible with many open 
source software options. 

Reading and Listening Evaluation Tests and Tools

Reading and listening comprehension evaluation tools are 
more varied than their counterparts and they have been 
around for much longer. Educators may find reading and 
listening comprehension material with just a simple google 
search. However, good quality and appropriate material is 
not as easily found. Fortunately, there are several ICT tools 
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to help assess reading and listening comprehension, and 
unlike the tools mentioned for speaking and writing, these 
assessment tools include more non-commercial options. It 
is also important to note that there are very few commer-
cial ICT tools that focus solely on the receptive skills, since 
these can be easily integrated into other assessment tools 
and applications, and anything that a commercial tool offers 
also can be obtained with a free or open-source ICT tool. 

Among commercial ICT tools to evaluate reading and liste-
ning skills there are several applications that allow teachers 
to assess comprehension. The Test Prep Review website, by 
Mometrix®, is a standardized test repository. It offers edu-
cators and students access to a plethora of test simulators 
such as the Accuplacer test, SAT, Pearson Placer, and COM-
PASS test among many others. This website offers complete 
practice tests with answer keys to be used by individual stu-
dents and as class activities. The only disadvantage is that it 
does not offer automated review on the site. However, since 
it provides a great variety of tests, it remains a popular option 
among educators. 

Several non-commercial options to assess and monitor 
the reading progress of students are available with a simple 
online search in a web browser. One of them is the web-
site Exam English. Here, the users can find multiple choice 
exams and obtain feedback about their selections. 

Authoring Tools

Software designed for purposes other than language lear-
ning has being used to develop exercises to evaluate lan-
guage learning (i.e. Hot Potatoes). Chapelle and Voss (2017, 
2016) argue that technology applications should allow ins-
tructors to design their own tests using accessible authoring 
tools. In other words, these tools should be easy to use, flexi-
ble and allow for customization. Some commercial and free 
authoring tools to consider for the evaluation and assess-
ment of language learners are described in this section.
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Quizlet  is currently considered one of the most popular 
web-based and free mobile application that provides the 
tools to create flashcards, games and quizzes. Interestin-
gly, it was created by Andrew Sutherland when he felt the 
need to learn vocabulary for a French course. Even though 
it does not include speech recognition features or automa-
tic writing evaluation tools, users, students or instructors can 
easily create quizzes and share them for free. Developers 
also included a listening feature and now users can listen to 
text as well. Quizlet offers subscriptions for a fee for teachers 
and students to include other features such as personalized 
instruction.     

Learning management systems (LMS) such as Moodle, 
Blackboard, Schoology, Edmodo, and the like, have a tool 
included to create quizzes tailored to the course needs. These 
tools tend to be comprehensible and include help features 
to assist users in the design of their assessment. However, if 
a LMS is not used in the course and instructors and students 
have access to online resources, instructors can use Google 
Forms to create a quiz for free.  They would have to enter the 
answer key and use the Flubaroo plugin to store grading in 
a spreadsheet, send each student their grade, and then be 
able to see who obtained a low score, among other features.  

Where does the future seem to go?
Technology trends have an impact in general in education 
and consequently in ELT. The 2017 Horizon Report  publi-
shed by the Media Consortium since 2002, presents research 
about the technological developments that have changed 
and will continue to change education in a period of five 
years.  According to this report, adaptive learning technolo-
gies and mobile learning are already being used. The “inter-
net of things”  which consists of enabling devices to transmit 
information and capture and analyze data (i.e. Apple watch, 
Fitbit) and Next-Generation LMS which will have to include 
modern user experience (i.e. mobile, social, gamified, per-
sonalized to user’s needs) will probably be adopted in two 
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to three years and artificial intelligence and natural user 
interfaces (i.e. speech recognition, touchscreen interfaces, 
eye-tracking) will take four to five years to be integrated into 
the mainstream. The technologies that, according to Adams 
Becker et al. (2017), we consider currently have and will con-
tinue to have a strong impact on ELT and consequently, on 
evaluation and assessment, are the following: adaptive lear-
ning technologies, mobile learning, Next-Generation LMS, 
and perhaps, Natural User Interfaces (NUIs).

Adaptive Learning Technologies

Adaptive learning systems, also known as intelligent tutoring 
systems (ITSs) consider students’ learning styles, strengths 
and weaknesses to propose the learning activities and exer-
cises each student should perform. This way, learning profi-
les are studied to design and implement specific instructio-
nal environments. 

An example of this type of technology is EduSynch, a 
free adaptive training tool for English language proficiency 
exams such as TOEFL, IELTS, TOEIC, and Cambridge. With 
the help of this site, students take mock tests and their real-
time performance is tracked. This information is then used 
to take corrective action in the classroom and the type of 
practice students need outside of the classroom as well, to 
help them improve their language proficiency scores. 

Mobile learning

Mobile technologies, such as mobile smartphones or tablets 
for language learning and teaching, are becoming more 
mainstream than emergent. Nowadays apps of all kinds are 
offered through Google Play and App Store, and anyone 
with internet access can be connected, which has helped in 
making them become a necessary product. Many language 
learning apps can be found. However, these mainly offer voca-
bulary practice through drilling exercises with immediate 
evaluation.  According to Godwin-Jones (2017), even though 
these devices offer more advanced communication oppor-
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tunities, these are usually not utilized. Mobile assisted lan-
guage learning (MALL) apps such as Duolingo and Memrise, 
however, are integrating multimedia and exploiting the con-
nectivity feature by giving the opportunity to practice with a 
partner, another user from any part of the world who is also 
interested in learning. Perhaps a way to asses students is by 
having them reflect on the reaction of their partners; if they 
were understood or if they had to recast their message. The 
British Council also offers apps for smartphones (https://lear-
nenglish.britishcouncil.org/en/apps) and will probably rede-
sign them as technology improves. Perhaps the future will 
lean more towards taking advantage of features that give 
users the possibility to create their own game or Augmented 
Reality (AR) projects using online software such as LearnAR 
and ARIS   (Godwin-Jones, 2016). This gives instructors and 
students ownership and more control of their own teaching 
and learning. 

Instagram and Snapchat are apps that can be used in lan-
guage learning even though their roles are as social media 
applications (Rosell-Aguilar, 2016). Similarly, Youtube’s affor-
dability for uploading and sharing videos from individuals 
and media corporations has been part of its attraction and 
thus is also widely used in language teaching. According to 
Lidsky (2017) the YouTube app has more mobile views than 
the desktop version. They rely on algorithms that analyze 
users’ preferences. Additionally, they are working on immer-
sive video which allows for Virtual Reality features that have 
had an impact on education (i.e. Discovery VR YouTube 
channel). Language learning examples can be seen in the 
LearnEnglishinVR YouTube channel. 

Smartphones and tablets are becoming more affordable 
and their features have been improving. It is likely that they 
will continue to be devices used by language learners. As God-
win-Jones (2017) points out, it is the instructors’ duty to take 
the opportunity to use them to encourage language learning. 
Game-like applications used currently in these devices pro-
vide instant evaluation and designers are constantly impro-
ving the features and exploiting technology affordances.  
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Next-Generation LMS

Learning management systems (LMS) or Virtual Learning 
Environments (VLEs) such as Moodle, Desire2Learn, Edmodo, 
Schoology and Blackboard are now commonplace in higher 
education and more recently in K-12 as well. Through these 
systems students have access to course material and they are 
also able to submit assignments, take quizzes, check grades, 
interact with instructors and peers and so forth. The idea of 
a New Generation of LMS comes from the need to integrate 
more flexible features that allow for evolving students’ needs 
and more opportunities for formative assessment, among 
others. Ideally, these LMS would not only be administra-
ting students’ information but also tracking students’ beha-
vior and a variety of assessment types to optimize teaching.   
Acrobatiq is one platform developed by the Carnegie Mellon 
University’s Open Learning Initiative that allows for adaptive 
learning technology to provide a more individualized lear-
ning experience. 

Natural User Interfaces

According to the 2017 Horizon Report the constant develop-
ment of natural user interfaces (NUIs) will impact education. 
Learners’ expectations are constantly evolving and NUIs can 
provide gesture sensing technology, speech recognition and 
haptics or the way of applying touch (tactile) sensation and 
control to interaction with computer applications. Accor-
ding to Underkoffler (2010), an interface designer and inven-
tor who has been consulted for the development of scien-
ce-fiction movies, NUIs will be included in next generation 
computers.  The NUIs are already being used in smartpho-
nes and the potential of having this pocket computer with 
NUIs capabilities will change the way people have access to 
resources. Prototypes of educational games designed with 
NAUs such as Kinect have been tested and proven to be 
effective (Shapi’I & Ghulam, 2016).   In a language learning 
scenario, automatic speech recognition (ASR) technology is 
already being used to evaluate pronunciation quality (Neri, 
Cucchiarini, & Strik, 2003; O’Hear, 2010). Duolingo is an app 
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already including this feature. NUIs will continue to improve 
and have the potential of fostering new ways of presenting 
information, new ways of learning and thus, new ways of eva-
luating and assessing language learners. 

Conclusions
The incorporation of ICT in language assessment has followed 
a similar path to that of language learning in general, which 
has meant a growing incorporation of ICT based applications 
in assessment and evaluation practices. This incorporation 
has brought many benefits to the field of assessment. One of 
the most important has been the implementation of more 
personally oriented practices. So, it is reasonable to assume 
that, as new technologies emerge, language assessment will 
also continue to evolve and adopt the new developments to 
move towards more personalized assessment practices.

For instance, the possibility of carrying pocket-sized com-
puters such as smartphones and tablets with internet access 
is no longer just a dream and students are now able to use 
the tools by themselves to create their own study guides (i.e. 
quizlet) or access online practice exams. In the near future, 
ICT applications and advances will grow at an even faster 
pace and will improve the tools currently used in language 
evaluation. 

Even though limitations of automated writing evaluation 
(AWE) and automatic speech recognition (ASR) technology 
are still prevalent, since technology is constantly evolving, 
these tools are expected to become more accurate and 
reliable. Furthermore, they will be integrated with adaptive 
learning technology and game-like applications for a more 
individualized experience that will bring about new ways of 
learning and evaluating. Thus, the need of more specialized 
professionals who understand the new roles of technology 
in language learning and assessment is still prevalent. We 
hope this chapter contributes to that understanding.
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Abstract
This action research aims to contribute to the improvement 
of the evaluation stage of educational projects that use Infor-
mation and Communication Technologies (ICT). This project 
involved undergraduate students` English language acquisi-
tion process in Ecuador, during 2016-2017. The participants 
were 120 students of in the teacher education program. 
They took part of English language practices that combined 
Literature Circles and Google Apps to improve participants 
English language level. The results showed an improvement 
in all the participants’ English knowledge levels. It also intro-
duced a creative, more authentic and intrinsically motiva-
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ting assessment process using ICT, which took into account 
learners’ context and class’ goals to generate constructive 
feedback.  

Keywords: Assessment, English as foreign Language lear-
ning, Higher education, Information and communication 
technology, reading.

Resumen
Este trabajo de investigación-acción tiene como objetivo 
contribuir al fortalecimiento de la etapa de evaluación de 
los proyectos educativos que utilizan las Tecnologías de la 
Información y la Comunicación. Este trabajo se centra en el 
proceso de adquisición del idioma inglés de estudiantes uni-
versitarios en Ecuador, durante el período 2016-2017. Los par-
ticipantes son 120 estudiantes del Programa de Enseñanza 
de Inglés como Lengua Extranjera de una Universidad Ecua-
toriana. Participaron en prácticas de idioma inglés que com-
binan círculos de literatura y aplicaciones de Google para 
mejorar el nivel de inglés de los participantes. Los resultados 
muestran una mejora en todos los niveles de conocimiento 
de inglés de los participantes. Como resultado, también se 
introduce un proceso de evaluación creativo, más auténtico 
e intrínsecamente motivador utilizando las TIC, que tiene en 
cuenta el contexto de los alumnos y los objetivos de la clase 
para generar una retroalimentación constructiva.

Palabras clave: evaluación, inglés como aprendizaje de len-
guas extranjeras, educación superior, tecnología de la infor-
mación y la comunicación, lectura.

Introduction
Teachers need to find creative ways to make sure that what 
is being taught is being done in a way that really makes stu-
dents learn it. Both, analog and digital education apply eva-
luation processes which have to do with type of content. Skills, 
however, are sometimes harder to assess than content whose 
assessment involves remembering or repeating activities. 
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Thus, the present work is motivated out of the necessity of 
improving assessment procedures on the usage of Informa-
tion and Communication Technologies (ICT) highly required in 
the education of the century XXI. Such assessment procedures 
should not only be limited to effectively discovering if a student 
has learned; it should also reveal how students are learning.  In 
this concern, Google Apps can be very useful because their flexi-
bility to be accessed since a smartphone or tablet (Nevin, 2009). 

It is clear that much of the assessment that is done in edu-
cation today is composed of standardized and multiple-choice 
tests therefore, teachers are obliged to look for new ways to bring 
to the surface the information that these standardized tests can’t 
(Brown, 2004). Also, tests and assessments traditionally have 
been applied to identify and measure the contents students do 
not know; instead, those instruments should measure the con-
tents students have somewhat mastered (Jabbarifar, 2009).

Thus, following Brown’s (2004), Bain (2007), Jabbarifar’s (2009) 
and Najeeb’s (2013) lines of thought, this chapter intends to aid 
teachers in creating more authentic and intrinsically motivating 
assessment procedures that take into account learners’ context 
and class’ goals to generate a constructive feedback, but also 
keeping in mind learners’ personal interests and motivations 
(Noels, Clement & Pelletier, 1999; Lamb, 2002)

In the same sense, the evaluations must also reflect the needs 
of students because these are connected with their perfor-
mance. Teacher need to be careful in not using this information 
in isolation to make decision in terms of indication of ability or 
acquisition of knowledge as imprecise (Falout, Elwood & Hood, 
2009). Here, the action of evaluation benefits students and tea-
chers in different ways. They will have the certitude that pro-
gress is being made and that learning truly is taking place in 
the classroom (Dörnyei and Ushioda, 2013). 

Teachers are invited to reflect upon what they are doing to 
assess their students and be critical as to the question “does 
it really work?”; in this sense, an attitude of openness to new 
ways of assessment should be adopted.  Among the many rou-
tes that can be taken, this chapter suggests technology as an 
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ally in the creating and application of pieces of assessment 
that help determining whether a student is effectively lear-
ning and informing the teachers what is working really well 
or determine the changes to be made.  The questions to 
answer in this work are:

Is assessment capable of revealing what students had lear-
ned and also, how they did it?

How efficient can be ICT in the assessment process?

Assessment as teaching and learning process
Scholars as Miller (1995); Wilson (1999) and Dixon (2011) view 
assessment as a crucial point in the teaching/learning pro-
cess. It is central as this process requires of actions and ins-
truments that provide data about how the learning goals set 
are being reached by the learners; based on this, new curri-
culum and assessment decisions are made. 

This way of looking at assessing is grounded in reflection 
and learning from teaching, which promotes innovative ways 
to teach and a true desire to improve the lives of their stu-
dents (Stone, 1998; and Withford, Ruscoe and Fickel, 2000) 
present some of the aspects that they discovered as deficien-
cies revealed through portfolios: Home and family conflicts, 
Decreased levels of self-esteem, Family isolation, Frequent 
and disruptive moves from one place to another, Reduced 
exposure to language (especially academic language).

Teachers and students are actively involved in a process that 
requires the application of permanent evaluation (Barootchi 
and Keshavarz, 2002). They combine efforts that produce 
information and a dynamic that yields results. However, “the 
anticipation of a test is almost always accompanied by fee-
lings of anxiety and self-doubt-along with a fervent hope 
that you will come out of it alive” (Brown, 2004, p.1).  

Since educational institutions should seek that students 
incorporate the knowledge, skills and values gained in the 
learning experiences so that it has a meaningful use in their 
lives, teachers are challenged to think of ways to create tea-
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ching and learning scenarios, resources, content variation and 
activities that resemble reality (Miller, 1995; Fox, 2008). They are 
called alternative assessment or nontraditional assessment to 
separate from the classic, standardized multiple choice tests 
(Chung, 2008; Rodrigues, 2010). Some examples are observa-
tion checklists, portfolios, individual and group presentations, 
videos, game-based and performance-based assessments 
can be mentioned as examples of alternative assessment. 

However, teachers “develop, administer and analyze the 
questions, they are more likely to apply the results of the 
assessment to their own teaching. Therefore, it provides fee-
dback on the effectiveness of instruction and gives students 
a measure of their progress” (Jabbarifar, 2009, p8). Then, 
they center on the learning goals, understood as declara-
tions of “observable” knowledge or abilities at the end of 
period (Dixon, 2011). In this sense, assessment affects grades, 
placement, and progress as well as curriculum. These ways 
of assessment make it possible for students to demonstrate 
their talents, interests and potential involvement with their 
true dream (Astika, 2014). 

Assessment also reveals information that escapes the 
limits of the classroom, such as students’ health care and 
intrapersonal relations at home. Kids that do poor in class, 
have limited socialization or problems paying attention in 
class may be an indication that their families do not have 
access to healthcare services or that their parents may be 
going through economic or emotional hardships (Herrera, 
Cabral and Murry, 2013).  

When teachers understand that their performance is enri-
ched by looking beyond the performance level, reflecting on 
the possible causes that, in the first place, lead students to 
perform at such or such level. In addition, formative assess-
ment can occur “naturally and most often implicitly” (Dyer, 
2015, p1.) because learners move from practice to final perfor-
mance, but during the process (writing drafted and revised) 
learning occurs.  It is also the result of students’ self-motiva-
tion and autonomous learning (Cevallos, Intriago, Villafuerte, 
Molina and Ortega, 2017). 
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Extensive Reading through Literature Circle
Learning a foreign language requires that the students that take 
the challenge have opportunities to use the language (Krashen, 
1981; Oxford, 1989; Intriago, Villafuerte, Morales, Lema, Echeve-
rria, 2016).  

The type of reading that is involved in the Literature Circles is 
known as Extensive Reading. This is not something new; Elley 
and Mangubhai (1983) conducted reviews that approach rea-
ding since the 80s. This type of reading, which consists in rea-
ding greats amount for pleasure, has served to meet the indi-
vidual needs of some learners, and helped in the acquisition 
processes of a foreign language, especially in the area of activa-
ting high frequency vocabulary.

To Collie and Slater (1987) this type of reading stimulates the 
mind of the readers and causes them to enter in mental dialo-
gues with the text, which promotes the creative development 
of the readers. Davis (1995) proposed extensive reading of gra-
ded books, also known as readers. These books are modified in 
such a way that learners can understand the content in them. 
Such modification allows students to engage with the text in 
ways as similar as they would engage in reading of the same 
type in their native language. 

Harmer (2001) commented that learners need to get expo-
sure to the language repeatedly as this is a key condition for 
learning it.  In countries where English has a status as a second 
language, learners find opportunities to be exposed to the lan-
guage in natural and abundant ways. 

Conventional Literature Circles are known as discussion groups 
organized to promote in learners` reading habit as a collaborative 
act (Obregon, 2006). In the Literature Circle participants assume 
roles (artist, connector of bridges, diction detective, leader of the 
discussion and reporter) stimulating their participation, exchan-
ging ideas and understanding (Sanchez and Contreras (2012). 

Other benefits of this practice can be: Participants learn to 
discuss about literature, they speak about the stories that have 
been read as a group, participants can link literature to their 
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personal experiences, they achieve a deep understanding of 
the text, learn to give opinions and respect opinions of others, 
learning from the different points of view, they link literature 
with other areas of knowledge such as writing, spelling, style 
and rhetoric, to know more about the world and contexts of 
English speaking countries.

Thus, Hames (2012), uses the term peer review to refer to a 
scrutiny and critical assessment by experts can use to increase 
emphasis on openness and transparency when dealing with 
the evaluation of the text. To Najeeb (2013) “Learners need to 
be able to be aware of and understand their own learning 
styles and to use these to their advantage” (p. 1242).

Mutwarasibo (2013) made innovative contributions about the 
importance of collaborative work in writing practices, preparing 
students for the job market. Regarding Literature Circle, Ngu-
yen (2013); and Aydin and Yildiz (2014) have conducted studies 
about innovations for collaborative project writing because, It is 
essential to have students work collaboratively promoting they 
learn from each other.  Typically, literature reading is recom-
mended to readers whose language proficiency can easily dis-
pense the use of a dictionary (Centro Virtual Cervantes, 2017).

On the other hand, in countries like Ecuador, students don’t 
have as many opportunities to use the language for commu-
nication (Villafuerte, Carreno, Demera, 2015). However, exten-
sive reading has as its main purpose to read texts completely 
giving priority to the message over the form. The point is to 
have a general idea about what is being read.

Literature Circles is a learning strategy that provides students 
opportunity to get in contact with the language (Intriago, et 
al, 2016). Literature Circle allows students to produce lan-
guage when they assume diverse roles (artistic, police of the 
courtesy, researcher, etc.) before the text. (Villafuerte, Intriago 
and Romero, 2017). Finally, it is necessary to remember that 
reading and writing are perhaps the most common commu-
nicative ways used by university students. Here, the quality, 
clearance, and exactitude of a document is highly relevant 
(Rojas, Villafuerte, Soto, 2017) and it is necessary to work on 
its improvement. 
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Google applications as language practice tools
When the technology is used appropriately can be excellent 
accompaniers for both summative and formative assessment 
in the foreign language acquisition process (Nevin, 2009). 

Thomas (2011) argued that Apps on the cloud computing 
had reached a significant usage level, especially in higher edu-
cation because they allow teacher and learners to work on a 
same document at the same time under an active collabora-
tive dynamic. So, Cloud tools can enhance engagement among 
teachers, students and researchers. 

Zhuang (2010) argued there are, dozens of Apps that in the 
form of games allows teachers to very quickly get a general view 
of the learning in the class. In additions, Google Apps offer to 
learners and teachers communicational tools that can be used 
as collaborative scenarios to introduce, practice and assess any 
language topic (Railean, 2012).

To Ferres and Piscitelli (2012) the webs 1.0 and 2.0 have faci-
litated users’ interactions and collaborations tools on internet; 
however, Asterhan and Hever (2015) argue that, teachers and 
students need help to develop educational projects using the 
social network sites (SNS). Thus, the experience of Villafuerte, 
Carreno and Demera (2015) in the Ecuadorian context ratifies 
that an educative project can promote the learners’ respon-
sible participation in open social networks sites as Facebook, 
surpassing the stage of marking -I like- and taking learners to 
a process of knowledge production through the exchange of 
opinions on the usage of a foreign language.

In the same sense, Jones (2015) used Twitter to innovate a 
University literature class in United States. So, “30 undergra-
duate students soon embraced Twitter as a collaboration tool 
to improve learners’ attitudes toward readiness for class discus-
sions” (Jones, 2015, p. 91).

Scholars as Cabero (2015); Villafuerte and Romero (2017), etc. 
argued that Information and Communication Technologies 
and Internet offer multiple opportunities to bring to the class-
room the culture of English speaking community through the 
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use of authentic reading and listening materials produced 
around the world. Those materials can be adjusted to the 
learners’ language level. For beginning students, the modi-
fications may include adding images and pre-reading voca-
bulary activities before starting the first chapter.  ICT can help 
learners to improve the contact with the target language. 
In this sense, “Websites and resources that involve interac-
tion (chat-rooms, wikis, blogs) on internet should be encou-
raged and made clear to the learners as complementary” 
tools for improving their process of learning (Cevallos, et al., 
2017). Finally, assessment activities can also be adapted to 
ICT tools. They had showed to be an educational partner with 
the power to stimulate the participation and overcome the 
barriers as physical distance (Cabero and Ruíz, 2018).

Test and Assessment types
Karen Hume (2008) in her book covers four purposes of 
pre-assessment. She argued that pre-assessment helps tea-
chers to determine which content, skills, and strategies are 
needed by the students to meet the expected goals, clears 
up any misconceptions or partial understanding that stu-
dents start with, tells teacher how to group students so they 
can learn well, tells teacher which types of activities will best 
support various learners.

Test

Tests are a source of anxiety and as such may be responsible 
for underperformance (Krashen, 1981). However, Tests exist 
because the following reasons: to understand whether a stu-
dent is ready to go to next level, to know about problema-
tic areas, to figure out what the students have learnt, and 
to compare the students (Harris and McCann, 1994). Among 
the types of tests that exist are: pretests, class discussions, 
questionnaires, student interviews, creative student work, 
K-W-L charts and others.
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In the tests presented in the form of multiple choice or true 
or false questions, the distress can be minimized and offer an 
opportunity for objectively assess students’ knowledge (Harris 
& McCann, 1994). Tests, however, fail in presenting themselves 
as a friendly way for students to demonstrate what they have 
learned.; and Brown, 2004).

Formal and Informal Assessment

According to Brown (2004), formal assessment is like tourna-
ments, where competitors openly demonstrate they are the 
best (or the worst) at what they’ve prepared for a period of 
time.  Brown also makes it clear that tests are always formal 
but formal assessments are not exclusively presented in the 
form of tests. In this sense, Jabbarifar (2009) agued when a 
teacher observes, with the help of a rubric, oral performance 
on Monday’s “what I did over the weekend” assignment, she 
is formally assessing students. 

According to Brown’s definition (2004) informal assess-
ment involves unplanned actions and activities that among 
other forms include comments and short mini-lessons. The 
type of results could go from “well done to you need to check 
the use of phrasal verbs using get + particle” These instances 
are not done in advanced, or involve on the part of the tea-
cher, preparing any materials. Typically, the information that 
is obtained from this assessment piece is not used to make 
a final decision, but instead the teacher uses this info to rein-
force the final decisions that will be reflected in the report.  

Implicit and Explicit Assessment

Bachman and Palmer (2010) sustain that teachers’ role as 
evidence-of-performance collectors, enter in a series of inte-
ractions with the students that are evident and on purpose; 
others can barely be recognized as actions that seek to test 
or evaluate. Table 1 presented below summarizes the cha-
racteristics and purposes of implicit and explicit assessment.
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Table 1. Differences between implicit and explicit assessment

Type of Assess-
ment

Characteristics Purposes

Explicit Explicit Clear:
Expressed:

Decision made on summative performance
Decision made on formative assessment
Teachers focuses more on specific areas of 
content
Student spends more time on one specific 
linguistic area

Implicit Continuous
Instantaneous
Cyclical
Unexpressed

It is concerned with formative actions
The teacher or students may not be aware of 
it taking place

Source: adapted from Bachman and Palmer (2010)

Departing from this differentiation, assessment can also 
be referred in terms of being systematically organized and 
designed to obtain information about how students are lear-
ning (Bachman and Palmer, 2010). These pieces of assess-
ment are contained in the syllabus that teachers deliver at 
the beginning of a semester or program. 

Formative and Summative Assessment

Lewy (1990) posited that formative assessment is anything 
that takes during instruction in an ongoing way, between 
teachers and students that aims at monitoring learning and 
teaching in the form of adequate feedback. There are two 
purposes for formative assessment according to Nitko (1995), 
in the first place it seeks to modify learning procedures and 
in the second, fixing problems that take place during ins-
truction that were not detected at the beginning.  

Because formative assessment has become more and 
more popular, teachers are being made aware of its bene-
fits and potentials.  Black & Wiliam (1998) referred to it as “a 
moment of learning” (p.11). 
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Gattullo (2000) says that apart from providing opportunity 
for immediate action, it also looks to perfect the teaching 
learning process and produce better outcomes. From this 
point of view, it can be said that the majority of the assess-
ment actions that take in the classroom is formative. 

Summative assessment, as its name suggests, summarizes 
what the students have learnt during a course and it is usua-
lly done at the end of a period of time, typically a semester 
(Brown, 2004). It is a way of verifying that the objectives set at 
the beginning of the program have been reached. Examples 
of a summative exam are midterms and final exams. Even if 
the teacher has designed a piece of assessment to accom-
pany learning, this is said to be summative if it lacks feed-
back and seeks instead allocate a score to students.  Alder-
son (2005) associated summative assessment with long 
traditional tests which were so stressful to students. 

In addition, Zhuang (2010) argued that an autonomous 
learner may need to set learning goals, language content 
and pace, a learning process, find a suitable learning metho-
dology and assessing learning achievements. 

It is indispensable that students receive feedback to 
analyze and reflect on the positive and negative comments 
made by their teachers. When this happens, the use that stu-
dents make of language is reinforced or corrected, and so 
more progress is made (Najeeb, 2013, p. 1240). However, even 
teachers and learners are able to assume the opportunities 
to practice a language using ICT, they need a time to unders-
tand all the cultural educational settings that represent to 
use authentic material (Padilha, 2013).

Authentic Assessment

Many times, our students fail to show what they know through 
a given assessment, whether this is formal or informal; sum-
mative or formative. This by no means must be taken as final. 
There may be hidden reason why this student wasn’t able to 
show that she learnt the content. It is also a fact of learners’ 
personality as confidence or values as responsibility (Dang, 
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2010). One possible reason may be the type of assessment 
used. Although there may be other explanations, this sec-
tion will be about the type of assessment and its capacity to 
reveal students’ knowledge. 

The idea behind authentic assessment is that students 
apply the knowledge, skills and values learned in their real 
life. This requires performance that integrates several skills 
and knowledge in the solution of a problems or completing 
a task including their abilities for learning autonomously 
(Sanprasert, 2010). It focuses on students’ analytical skills; 
ability to integrate what they learn; creativity; ability to work 
collaboratively; and written and oral expression skills. It values 
the learning process as much as the finished product (Rojas, 
Villafuerte and Soto, 2017). 

Among the previous studies revised on this Project, it is 
quoted the work of Lamb (2002) who determined how the 
attributes: personal investment in learning English, willing-
ness and ability to study the language autonomously can 
influence on the process of EFL acquisition. Those attributes 
move people to exploit as much as possible the language 
practice opportunities they find in their location. He also 
determined that longitudinal ethnographic studies using 
a limited number of individual allow to determine the way 
how these personal qualities interact with features of the 
environment. Meanwhile, “large-scale quantitative research 
can be used to distinguish successful and unsuccessful lear-
ners in concern to learners’ aptitudes, gender, and socioeco-
nomic status” (Lamb, 2002, p.50).

In other hand, Najeeb (2013) insisted about the students’ 
necessity of feedback to stimulate their process of analyze and 
working on their weak points marked by teachers during the 
corrective process. He ratifies that students’ feedback make 
of the language process an improvement act. However, it is 
necessary to promote the construction of comfortable lear-
ning environment “where the learners feel encouraged, they 
are more likely to experiment with different learning strate-
gies and not be afraid to ask questions and to ask for assis-
tance when necessary” (p.1240). In addition, ICT can support 
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teacher to involve learners’ direct, and interactive contact with 
the target language (Fernandez & Torres, 2015).

In the Ecuadorian context, the formative and summa-
tive assessment experience of scholars Farfan, Villafuerte, 
Romero and Intriago (2017), which consisted in the pro-
duction of digital videos as English class learning project 
followed by a self-evaluation, reflection and self-correction 
activities showed, how it is possible to generate assessment 
procedures and promote in students a creative and memo-
rable positive experience based on the feedback procedure.

Methodology
The methodology applied in this work is action research. 
It consists in the design of language practices that mixed 
Literature Reading Circles and Google Applications to 
implement a process of extensive reading supported with 
feedback inputs. The educational goal is to improve the par-
ticipants English language level.  

Sample

The sample is composed of 120 students of the Program of 
English Language at a Public University in Ecuador. It is a 
heterogeneous sample with 30% male and 70% female; age 
range 22-40 years old. The criteria of participation were: to be 
a student officially registered and to attend to the language 
practices implemented during the execution of the project. 

Ethics norms and procedures

Following the ethics norms internationally applied, every 
participant signed the letter of consent informed down. 
They had 7 weeks to change their decision of participation. 
It is warranty the state of anonymous of every participant’s 
identity. The documentation generated in this research will 
be kept under confidence status for seven years. The results 
and data generated in this research will be used only for the 
effect of educational purposes.
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Literature Circles organization 

Literature Circles are sessions organized in groups from four 
to six participants. The participating students are assigned 
some roles that they will use for both reading and sharing 
ideas and details from the books. Typically, students meet 
once a week to present and discuss their selections from the 
reading done during the week. The types of books that work 
best with Literature Circles are short novels or tales tell a 
story, as human beings are known for enjoying content from 
the stories. 

The participants’ roles

The literature circles expose learners to multiple roles expec-
ting they gain confidence as they have the sense of achieve-
ment.

Shelton-Strong (2012) suggest among the most popular 
roles, the following:

•  Discussion`s Leader. - The student creates a list of ques-
tions that the other students should discuss about the 
section of the book assigned. The students use their 
level of English to create questions that generate inter-
pretations of universal nature.  He encourages the other 
students to keep a balance flow of communication.  

•  Detective of diction. - He or she careful revises what type 
of words are used. They locate phrases and passages that 
are descriptive, powerful, funny, surprising or confusing.  
The students explain why they selected those words and 
why the author decided to use them.

• Bridge builder - This role allows the participant to create 
meaningful connections between the students, places, 
events, the community and their own life. 

• Reporter: The idea here is to present the essential points 
of the pages or chapters read. The student makes a brief 
summary describing the setting, the plot, the charac-
ters. 
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•  Artist: the artist creates an illustration that is related to 
a passage, character, event, etc., that the student finds 
relevant and meaningful. The student is expected to 
present and explain what the graphic representation 
means and encourage other to make comments and 
ask questions.

List of Books Selected

English 
levels

Book Title and Author Publishing 
Company

Notes

Level 1 The Last Photo by Bernard Smith
April in Moscow by Stephen Rabley 
Carnival by Annette Keen 
Girl Meets Boy by Derek Strange

Longman All Literature Cir-
ces began with 
Pilot round that 
permitted lear-
ners to get accus-
tomed to the 
sequence, and 
were asked to 
formulate ques-
tions and clarify 
doubts

Level 2 King Arthur and the Knights of the 
Round Table by Deborah Tempest
Moby Dick by Herman Melville
The Room in the Tower and Other Ghost 
Stories by Rudyard Kipling
Lost Love and Other Stories by Jan Carew

Longman

Level 3, 4 
and 6

American Crime Stories by John Scott
The Picture of Dorian Grey by Oscar 
Wilde
The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Haw-
thorne 

Longman

Process of Continuous Feedback

The purpose of the intervention was to continually improve 
students’ level of English from the two types of feedback. 
The student would first receive input via the graded readers 
to later on use the contents of the stories to produce new 
language by interacting in the socialization part of the Lite-
rature Circles. With this sample, both teachers and students 
completed their specific assessments which would give stu-
dents the opportunity to pay attention to what they nee-
ded to improve or correct in the next circles. Students were 
constantly reminded of the importance of completing the 
rubrics.  
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Figure 1. The feedback process through the reading circles

 

Figure 2. Empty form for students to share the contents of their readings 
based on some roles assigned.

Online form for peer-reviewing done by the Teacher

The first document to fulfill this purpose was a form that 
would permit the instructor to make comments on the way 
students produced language. To do this in a way that was 
manageable for the teachers, an instrument containing 
categories of linguistic and communicative performance 
was created. A spoken interaction performance instrument 
(see figure 3) was created for the teachers to assess students’ 
linguistic and communicative performance. The document 
assessed categories that could be observed from the contri-
butions made on the Literature Circle form. The categories 
used were 

• master of vocabulary, 
•  grammatical accuracy, 
•  spelling and 
•  pragmatic knowledge.

Reading 
circle 1

Reading 
circle 2

Feedback 
1
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Each component of the form establishes a description of 
differing levels of performance. For example, the component 
Grammatical Accuracy presents five levels that go from 1 to 
5. Number 1 describes performance as “she or he manifests a 
limited control over a few simple grammatical and syntactic 
structures from a repertoire of language learned”

Source: Class Literature Circles 2016(1)

The table above presented teachers with the opportunity 
to act responsibly and technically so their judgments were 
objective, arguable and fair. This led the group of participating 
teachers to have sessions where many questions were asked. 
Teachers presented what they would grade a student and 
presented it for discussion. This exercise left the teachers bet-
ter prepared (and feeling less guilty) for applying the rubric.
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Online Form for Developing Learning Strategies and 
Self-regulation

Apart from the teacher engaging in processes of reviewing 
the students’ interactions to orient them towards adjust-
ments to improve performance, the learners got involved in 
a process of analyzing their own interventions. For this, they 
used a form that moved them to consider what strategies (if 
any) they used during the sessions and how this improved 
their participation or could improve a future participation. 
The form was designed from Rebecca Oxford’s (1989) Stra-
tegy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL). 

This inventory divides them into direct and indirect ones. 
Memory, cognitive and compensation strategies are in the 
same group. The ones related to memory help students 
store and retrieve information. Cognitive ones allow students 
direct involvement with the material used for learning. 

Finally, those dealing with compensation are useful when des-
pite of the limited knowledge the student has, he or she can work 
a way around in understanding or producing language. Fig. 4 dis-
plays the description for each the categories described above.
Figure 4. Form containing the strategies to be used and developed by students

 

Source: Class Literature Circles 2016(1)



Literature circles, Google apps and corrective feedback to assess language learning 201

The indirect strategies (fig. 5) in turn are divided into meta-
cognitive, affective and social. Metacognitive strategies are 
related to thinking about learning as it takes place via plan-
ning and execution, as well as monitoring and evaluating. 
Affective strategies make students aware of controlling and 
taking advantage of emotions to deal with communication 
tasks. And social strategies refer to those deliberate actions 
done by the students to interact successfully with other peo-
ple. We think this kind of tools are examples teachers can 
follow to create assessment procedures less degrading, arti-
ficial, anxiety-provoking (Brown, 2004).
Figure 5. Form containing the strategies to be used and developed by students

 

Source: Class Literature Circles 2016(1)
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Findings and Discussion
Effective classroom assessment and evaluation requires an 
understanding of the role of evaluation in planning and deli-
vering instruction. It calls for the collection and interpreta-
tion of a wide range of information, familiarity with a variety 
of different methods of assessment and for competence 
in using these methods creatively, careful and systematic 
record keeping and judgment. Also, an effective classroom 
assessment and evaluation calls on teachers to become 
agents of change in their classrooms actively using the 
results of assessment to modify and improve the learning 
environments they create.

One of the main challenges that language teachers face 
is making students aware that a language is not a piece of 
knowledge or a set of skills whose mastery depends prima-
rily on the teacher, the textbook, the method or any other 
external factor. This applies even more so when it comes to 
assessing the gains made from being in contact with a lear-
ning activity. First, we had hypothesized that if we include 
our students in the reviewing of their oral performances, we 
could start in them a process of reflexivity and becoming 
aware of the advantages that exist in observing how one 
speaks.  Second, thinking about what strategies they used or 
could have used becomes a crucial thinking routine in stu-
dents’ coping with challenging communicative situations 
that they might face. 

Teachers gain valuable insight and feedback that can be 
used to make adjustments, continue practices or change 
ones that don’t work. This dynamic process may also yield 
information that produces the setting of new learning goals, 
re-stating weak ones, and eliminating impractical or mea-
ningless ones. 

It can be said that informal assessment takes place during 
the whole instructional process because it is a quick way of 
checking not only whether students are paying attention, 
but also whether you are being effective with the way you 
have designed the lessons. Looked at from this perspective, 
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and in consonance with Brown’s definition, informal assess-
ment is concerned more with giving feedback rather than 
making a decision. One safer and fairer route that can be 
taken by teachers is to combine these beforehand organi-
zed assessments with ones that are less formal and involve 
the aid of the students themselves. In this way, our promo-
ting or failing a student will be based on a more fair and 
reliable decision.  

In our experience as instructors, generating and recei-
ving feedback is an academic practice that helps learners 
to improve the quality of a product. To reach its maximum 
benefits, it is required that the readers assume the role of 
motivating and guide leaders whom accompany perma-
nently to learners in their process of dialogue construction. 
Also, it is necessary lecturers promote in learners the capabi-
lities to assume an “open mind” or “receptive” position before 
their texts observations and viewers’ critics.

Conclusions 
It is concluded that the combination of Literature Circles and 
Google Apps has the flexibility required to support learners 
to improve their language skills in their foreign language 
acquisition process. Receiving feedback either from self or 
more knowledgeable others has been globally applied for 
a long time; and it is still an efficient technique that allows 
to improve the way people use the language. It is a prac-
tice that should be promoted and led by teachers, especially 
in the university setting as learners prepare to interact in a 
world that requires of collaborative work and a sincere act of 
self-evaluation and reflexivity. 

The revision of oral production demands of challenges such 
as experience, style, effective communication, and knowle-
dge about specific topics, etc. This work constitutes an ini-
tial step in sampling more complex processes of assessment 
for learning in a university context. In this case, the benefit 
has been twofold because apart from bringing the review 
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experience to the students, they benefited from having the 
chance to be assessed and to assess themselves while lear-
ning English. The main advantage that Google Docs in com-
bination with Literature Circles has, lies on their allowing 
shareability and collaboration. Participants shared with the 
teachers so that they could engage in the assessment pro-
cess to improve their use of English overall. 
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