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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 

Introduction



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.   



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
Rebecca Bonarek; Paolo Fabre-Merchan; 
Gabriela Villavicencio 

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 
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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 



Authentic assessment & practical tools to reduce test anxiety 141

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. 



Authentic assessment & practical tools to reduce test anxiety 149

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. 
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