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Elaborates on ideas sketched
out in Cumming (2009, 2014)
 I focus now on L2 writing
assessment, observing some
unique characteristics


Cumming, A. (2009). Language assessment in education: Tests, curricula,
and teaching. In B. Spolsky (Ed.). Language policy and language
assessment. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 29, 90-100.
Cumming, A. (2014). Linking assessment to curricula, teaching, and
learning in language education. In D. Qian & L. Li (Eds.), Teaching and
learning English in East Asian universities: Global visions and local
practices (pp. 2-18). Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
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Perhaps the greatest concentration of
educational activity over past
decades:




Locally (in programs and institutions),
At provincial or national levels,
Internationally, among professional
associations and testing and
intergovernmental agencies.
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Alternative options and
intersecting relationships,
-- but also
Mixing and confusions of purpose,
conceptualization, and
responsibility
What are the premises, issues, and
challenges?
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
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Proficiency Tests
Curriculum Standards
Diagnostic Assessments
Formative Feedback
Dynamic Assessment
Final Exams
Records of Progress
Grades
6

Compare individuals’ abilities to
all others nationally or
internationally
 Proficiency

Tests
 Curriculum Standards
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Inform learning and teaching
within courses
 Diagnostic

Assessments
 Feedback on Students’
Performances
 Dynamic Assessment
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Report (and monitor) individual
achievements within programs
 Final

Exams
 Records of Achievement
 Grades
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Normative Purposes: Compare individuals to all others nationally
or internationally
 Proficiency Tests
 Curriculum Standards
Formative Purposes: Inform learning and teaching within courses
 Diagnostic Assessments
 Feedback on Students’ Performances
 Dynamic Assessment
Summative Purposes: Report individual achievements made
within programs
 Final Exams
 Records of Achievement
 Grades
13/07/2018
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Tests like IELTS or TOEFL iBT:
 Relate individual performances on tests,
and scale and report them empirically,
in relation to all other learners and
administrations of the test -- with
psychometric precision,
 established validity and reputation,
 high levels of expertise, and
 enormous resources


13/07/2018

11



Proficiency tests are wholly
separate from any curriculum

(but test preparation challenges, and
washback may affect this assumption).


Are provided through agencies
that operate independently
from educational providers
(e.g., ETS, Cambridge, or EQAO)
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Scores distinguish general abilities
among test takers.




Scores from proficiency tests are not finegrained or sufficiently descriptive to serve
diagnostic or achievement purposes or for
curriculum planning or monitoring.

Tests involve a minimally efficient
sampling of language abilities.
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For test takers’ time and to facilitate the
efficient production of equivalent versions
of a test, items and tasks are simple, brief,
and in highly conventional genres.
13

 Local

institutional policies
and standard-setting need to
interpret and use scores from
proficiency tests.
 e.g.,

cut scores for admission
decisions or professional
certification
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Integrated tasks:





Provide realistic, challenging literacy
activities;
Engage writing that is responsible to
specific ideas and content;
Counter test method or practice effects
associated with conventional task types;
Evaluate language abilities consistent with
construction–integration or multiliteracies
models of literacy (Cumming, 2013, 2014)
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Automated scoring can:
Be remarkably consistent and efficient;
 Correlate with and verify humans’ scoring;
 Evaluate (with increasing sophistication)
grammar, usage, spelling, punctuation, style,
lexis, organization, and (to some extent)
development, content, and ideas (e.g., E-rater)
“Needs to be structured to support the teacher
and to encourage novice writers to develop [a]
wide variety of skills” (Deane, 2013, p. 20)
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Frameworks like the CEFR, CLB, or
Common Core State Standards recognize:




Normal developmental progressions in
language abilities are generally
predictable.
Experienced educators can reach a
consensus to describe and distinguish
them on descriptive criteria.
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All stakeholders in education benefit
from clarifying, knowing, and sharing
common goals and benchmarks.
Alignments are needed across and
within educational programs for
transfer, accreditation, mobility.
Desired outcomes can be promoted if
curriculum standards are explicit,
coordinated, supported, and adopted.
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positive learning and teaching practices.
18

Standards are broadly-phrased
conceptual frameworks of
reference only— not curricula
nor assessments, per se.
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Extensive resources are required to reform
language education effectively and to
develop assessment instruments and
procedures that are appropriate to local
educational contexts.
19
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European Centre for Modern Languages:
http://www.ecml.at/
Brindley, G. (Ed.) (2000, 2001). Studies in immigrant
English language assessment, vols. 1 & 2. Sydney,
Australia. National Centre for English Language
Teaching and Research, Macquarie University.
Kibler, A., Valdes, G., & Walqui, A. (Eds.) (2014).
What does standards-based educational reform
mean for English Language Learner populations in
primary and secondary schools? Special Issue of
TESOL Quarterly, 48 (3).
20

If professional consensus dominates,
in the absence of empirical research
or theoretical foundations about
language learning, controversies
abound among experts.
Byrnes, H. (Ed.) (2007). Perspectives. Modern Language Journal, 91
(4), 641-685;
Cumming, A. (2001). The difficulty of standards, for example in L2
writing. In T. Silva & P. Matsuda (Eds.) On second language writing
(pp. 209-229). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
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Commonality is the focus, not
variability. Sources of variation are
difficult to accommodate in assessments
and in curricula:

Individual, institutional, age, and regional
differences
 Contextual differences (e.g., in program
types, Core and French Immersion
programs in English-dominant Canada)
 Informal opportunities for learning (e.g.,
home languages, study abroad)
 Minority populations and regional
language varieties
13/07/2018
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Lack empirical support from longitudinal
research about real student achievement (and so
conflict with usage-based theories of L2 writing
development, which show great variability)






Friginal, E., Li, M., & Weigle, S. (2014). Exploring
multiple profiles of L2 writing using multidimensional analysis. Journal of Second Language
Writing, 26, 80-95.
Jarvis, S., Grant, L., Bikowski, D. & Ferris, D. (2003).
Exploring multiple profiles of highly rated learner
compositions. Journal of Second Language Writing, 12,
377-403.
Verspoor, M., Schmid, M., & Xu, X. (2012). A dynamic
usage based perspective on L2 writing. Journal of
Second Language Writing, 21, 3, 239-263
.
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Use broad and imprecise terminology,
criteria, and sequencing of ordinal (not
interval) scales;
Tend toward criterion-referenced forms of
assessment that may conflict with the normreferenced basis of proficiency tests;
Gloss over the multi-faceted, overlapping
dimensions of language and literacy abilities;
Do not account much for curriculum
conditions, opportunities to learn, or
qualities of engagement for learning.
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Curricula, teaching, and learning
can be informed systematically by
analyses of what students can (and
cannot) presently do -- to define
their future potential for
achievement within a specific
course.
Assessments can inform local
curricula, if local curricula inform
assessments.
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DIALANG: web-based, computer-adaptive,
self-assessment project for 14 languages in
the European Union
European Language Portfolio

Alderson, J.C. (2005). Diagnosing foreign language
proficiency. London: Continuum.
Alderson, J.C., et al. (2015). The diagnosis of reading in a
second or foreign language. New York: Routledge.
Knoch, U. (2009). Diagnostic writing assessment: The
development and validation of a rating scale. Frankfurt:
Peter Lang.
Lee, Y-W. (Ed.) (2015). Diagnosing diagnostic language
assessment. Special issue of Language Testing, 32, 3, 299316.
13/07/2018
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Even for program placement, diagnostic
information from tests is only one part of
complex curriculum decision making:






test performance and score factors,
student factors,
test user factors, and
program factors (i.e., number and size of
levels, curriculum, textbooks).

Plakans, L. & Burke, M. (2013). The decision-making process in language program
placement: Test and nontest factors interacting in context. Language Assessment
Quarterly, 10, 2, 115-134.
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A conventional, expected role of language
teachers is to do assessments routinely
within the curriculum by providing
feedback on students’ writing in classes
and on assignments for:






Accuracy, fluency, and complexity
Errors
Modeling and scaffolding performance
Relating teaching to learning
Informing what to teach and learn next
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Limited validity and reliability







Tasks seldom developed, or even piloted, to
provide evidence that they assess what they intend
to assess (cf. Brookhart, 2011)
Inconsistencies across individuals and contexts

Arbitrary, ad hoc focus on meaning and
differing forms of language, and purposes of
interaction together
Limited theoretical foundations in principles
of language learning or assessment
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educational policies (which may be vague
about assessment) and
research recommendations (which are
inconclusive) and
teachers’ beliefs, professional development,
expectations about accountability,
perceptions of stakeholders, and feedback
practices, e.g., ‘‘detailed marking’’

Lee, I. (2008). Understanding teachers’ written feedback practices in
Hong Kong secondary classrooms. Journal of Second Language
Writing, 17 (2), 69-85.
13/07/2018
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General principles about written feedback
defy formulation because of contextual
variability:






Aspects of language and writing attended to;
Curricular contexts, processes, and
populations;
Media, modes, and timing of feedback;
Roles of self-, peer-, and teacher feedback.

Leki, I., Cumming, A., & Silva, T. (2008). A synthesis of research on
second language writing. London: Routledge.
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 Writing


Ferris, D. (2012). Written corrective feedback in
second language acquisition and writing studies.
Language Teaching, 45 (4), 446-459.

 Speaking


13/07/2018

Lyster, R., Saito, K., & Sato, M. (2013). Oral
corrective feedback in second language classrooms.
Language Teaching, 46 (1), 1-40.

32









Be selective, specific, and focused
Involve drawing attention to only a few
“treatable” aspects of language systems
Address intermediate rather than final
drafts
Relate to material taught and studied
Motivate and encourage, rather than
constrain or discourage, learning
Engage students intellectually and
interactively

Lee, I. (2013). Research into practice: Written corrective
feedback. Language Teaching, 46 (1), 108-119.
13/07/2018
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“Results in gains in writing development…
Written feedback is more effective than oral
feedback…
Peer feedback is more effective than teacher
feedback for L2 students…
Commenting is more effective than error
location…
Focus on form and content is more effective
than an exclusive focus on form.” (p. i)

Biber, D., Nekrasova, T., & Horn, B. (2011). The effectiveness of
feedback for L1-English and L2-writing development: A metaanalysis. TOEFL iBT RR-11-05. Princeton, NJ: Educational
Testing Service.
13/07/2018

34




Teaching, learning, and assessment
necessarily combine and interact.
Abilities to develop are only are only exercised
when interacting purposefully with others in a
zone of proximal development (ZPD, the
difference between what a learner can do with,
or without, assistance), which indicates
development better than independent
performance (e.g., on conventional tests)
because it shows “the [individual’s] immediate
future and his dynamic developmental state”
(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 86)
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Teaching, learning, and assessing
occur through continuing, local
interactions and are entirely
dependent on these particular
contexts and their progressions.
Neither assessments nor curricula
can really be standardized.
Institutional, systemic separations
of tests from teaching and learning
are spurious and may even mislead.
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The uniqueness, complexities, and
variability of these processes may
only be evident in case studies (e.g.,
tutoring, responding to writing,
collaborative writing, or peer editing).


But see:
 Poehner, M. E. & Lantolf, J. P. (2013). Bringing the
ZPD into the equation: Capturing L2 development
during Computerized Dynamic Assessment.
Language Teaching Research, 17 (3), 323-342.
 Freedman, S.W., & Delp, V. (2007). Conceptualizing a
whole-class learning space: A grand dialogic zone.
Research in the Teaching of English, 41, 259-268.
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And/or reorient formative
assessments so their purposes
address directly the elements and
constructs that are the main
sources of variation?
I have three suggestions.
13/07/2018
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Alister
Cumming

1. To address the curriculum taught and
studied and classroom activities
performed.


Provide feedback on written texts selectively
and purposefully on material previously
taught and studied (e.g., grammar, rhetoric,
ideas, vocabulary, composing processes, uses
of information, etc.).

13/07/2018
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Cumming

.
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Establish expectations for learning and feedback
in advance of writing based on material taught,
studied, and practiced and model exemplars.
Have students identify, review, and establish
criteria for feedback on their writing based on
model exemplars and genre expectations.
Have students self-assess and peer-assess their
achievements in each written composition in
relation to the curriculum (e.g., checklists that
indicate success and problems).
Use the criteria to respond to students’ writing.

13/07/2018

41

Alister
Cumming











Describes the content, format, administration,
history, purpose, users, and context of the test as well
as the perspective, scope, and purpose of the review.
Defines the construct assessed and its
operationalization.
Reviews and synthesizes available research, if any,
on the test to evaluate its validity, including fairness,
reliability, practicality, impact, and theoretical
framework.
Evaluates strengths and weaknesses and makes
suggestions for improvement.
Presents and states the review clearly, critically,
credibly, and concisely.

13/07/2018
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This draft
composition:

Did not Did
sometimes,
e.g.,

Did successfully,
e.g.,

Used xxxxx grammar
practiced in class
Used xxxxx rhetoric
practiced in class
Used xxxxx
vocabulary practiced
in class
Used xxxxx
information sources
practiced in class
13/07/2018
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Alister
Cumming

2. To target and foster students’
abilities, goals, and motivations.




Diagnose students’ writing in relation to
what students can do well and need to learn
next.
Have students self-assess, establish, monitor,
and evaluate personal goals to improve
specific aspects of their L2 writing.

13/07/2018

44

Alister
Cumming

Three things I did well in Examples or suggestions:
this draft are:

1.
2.
3.
Three goals to improve
the next drafts and my
writing generally are:
1.
2.
3.
13/07/2018
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Cumming

3. To develop trusting, long-term, productive
relationships between teachers and students.
 Use assessment to learn about and support
your students and for them to do the same
with you and with other students.
 Develop mutual respect, responsibilities, and
understanding.
Cumming, A. (Ed.) (2012). Adolescent literacies in a multicultural
context. New York: Routledge.
Goldstein, L. (2005). Teacher written commentary in second language
writing classrooms. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
13/07/2018
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“In achievement (or attainment) the
concern is for measuring what has been
learnt of what has been taught or is in
the syllabus, text book, materials, etc.”
“ The achievement test refers back to
previous learning and is concerned
solely with that; achievement tests are
typically used at the end of a period of
learning, a school year or a whole school
or college career.”

Davies, A. (1990). Principles of language testing. Oxford,
UK: Blackwell. )Pages 6 & 20)
13/07/2018
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The principle is worthy, and should
connect assessment directly to curricula.
* But can someone point me toward an
exemplary, valid L2 achievement test?
•

•

•

Examples from Sweden in the 1990s: Lindblad, T.
1992. Oral tests in Swedish schools: A five-year
experiment. System, 20 (3), 279-292.
Lidster, R. & Shin, S. at LTRC in March, 2015, based
on outcomes statements from syllabus.
Impractical because of enormous resources and
expertise required anew each year and each course.
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1. At an institutional level, in some programs
or courses, ad hoc tests are administered as
final exams, related loosely to skills,
abilities, or outcomes expected from a
language program:
But are these proficiency tests in disguise
and on the cheap, without adequate
resources?
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The exam is worth 60% of their grades. I wish it was
not so high, but students have to enter the university,
and this decides their entry level into the university.
This exam is key for assessing their level of entry into
the university, how much ESL support, if at all, and
how many units they can take. The exam is all writing.
Students have to paraphrase ideas, show they know
the conventions of academic writing like referencing,
write a paragraph with references, and write a plan
based on 3 readings. The aim is to assess how well
they have taken on board the processes of academic
writing. (Australia)
Cumming, A. (2001). ESL/EFL instructors’ practices for writing assessment: Specific
or general purposes? Language Testing, 18 (2), 207-224.
13/07/2018
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2. At a state level, proficiency tests
and normative standards combine as
proxies for achievement tests:





Streaming into program types, e.g., CITO’s
Eindtoets Basisonderwijs in the Netherlands at age
12, Baccalaureate in France at end of secondary
school
Certification of school completion for individual
students (OSSLT in Ontario)
Monitoring education system, e.g., EQAO in
Ontario, NAEP in U.S., reported as percentage of
students meeting designated standards annually
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World-class Instructional Design and Assessment
(WIDA) for English Language Learners in US schools


Cook, G., Linquanti, R., Chinen, M., & Jung, H. (2012). National
evaluation of Title III implementation supplemental report— Exploring
approaches to setting English language proficiency performance criteria
and monitoring English learner progress. Washington, DC: American
Institutes for Research.

English Language Learners in schools in Ontario


Jang, E.E., Cummins, J., Wagner, M., Stille, S., & Dunlop, M. (2015).
Assessing school-aged English language learners in Ontario curriculum
learning contexts using Steps to English Proficiency. Language
Assessment Quarterly, 12, 87-109.

Sign languages and the CEFR


European Centre for Modern Languages (2015). Sign languages and the
Common European Framework of References for Languages:
Descriptors and approaches to assessment. Graz, Austria: Authors.
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Students’ achievements can be
documented and evaluated
systematically within courses:
•
•
•
•

Portfolios
Running records
Observation checklists
Task-based assessments
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“They do peer response, revisions, then
the tutor comments on the draft, they
revise it again, then they put it into their
portfolio. This is not graded, unless
someone requests that. The portfolio is
marked at the end under 5 rubrics:
content, organization, language use, style,
and mechanics.” (New Zealand, Cumming, 2001)
13/07/2018
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•
•
•
•

Variability in instructors’ scoring
Conceptual coherence of evaluation criteria or
competencies
Excessive information to handle on a large
scale
Negative washback on teaching and learning
(if assessment criteria reduce the focus of
teaching and learning)

Brindley, G. (Ed.) (2000). Studies in immigrant English language assessment, Vols. 1
and 2. Sydney, Australia: NCELTR.
Calfee, R. & Perfumo, P. (Eds.) (1996). Writing portfolios in the classroom. Hillsdale,
NJ: Erlbaum.
Callahan, S. (1999). All done with the best of intentions: One Kentucky high school
after six years of state portfolio tests. Assessing Writing, 6 (1), 5-40.
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Grades for course completion are the
conventional, internationally
institutionalized form of summative
assessment and reporting:
• “Official transcripts”
• Letter grades (A, B, C, D, E, etc.)
• Pass/Fail as course completion
• Scores
• Grade-point average (GPA)
13/07/2018
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Fulfilment of course objectives and
requirements (criterion-referencing) vs.
Normative expectations
Scaling grade distributions
Proficiency in the language (home language
and returnee learners?)
• “Grade inflation”
•
•




Reward and motivate individual
progress, effort, or improvement?
Indicate exceptional excellence (for
scholarships)?
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Variability in grades
• Internationally
• Institutionally (by status)
• By program, academic field, course,
instructor, etc.
Bridgeman, B., Pollack, J., & Burton, N. (2008). Predicting grades in
different types of college courses. New York: The College Board.
Brookhart, S. (2011). Grading and learning: Practices that support
student learning. Solution Tree Press.
Brookhart, S., et al. (2016). A century of grading research: Meaning and
value in the most common educational measure. Review of Educational
Research, 86 (4), 803-948. DOI: 10.3102/0034654316672069
Cheng, L., & Sun, Y. (2015). Teachers’ grading decision making:
Multiple influencing factors and methods. Language Assessment
Quarterly, 12, 2, 213-233.
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Normative Purposes: Compare individuals to all others nationally
or internationally
 Proficiency Tests
 Curriculum Standards
Formative Purposes: Inform learning and teaching within courses
 Diagnostic Assessments
 Feedback on Students’ Performances
 Dynamic Assessment
Summative Purposes: Report individual achievements made
within programs
 Final Exams
 Records of Achievement
 Grades
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Proficiency Tests
A

should not relate to any C. But C
can use A to inform certain decisions.



Curriculum Standards
A

or C can use standards as common
frames of reference to develop and
administer local educational
applications of A or of C.
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Diagnostic Assessments
 C determines what A can assess, and A then
informs what C can do, particularly.
Feedback on Students’ Performances
 Instructors (or others) do A routinely (but
intuitively, variably, and imprecisely) in
relation to C (and other normative, summative,
and idiosyncratic factors).
Dynamic Assessment
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C and A are inseparable locally in a ZPD
that combines teaching and assessing
together as unique, mediated interactions
and relationships.
61



Final Exams




Records of Achievement




A is shaped by C generally (but often
imprecisely, except for some innovative
programs for specific minorities).
A is shaped by C progressively (but variably
and with an over-abundance of useable
information).

Grades
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Instructors are obliged to do A in relation to
C (but also other normative and formative
factors).
62

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Acknowledge the integral nature of
each assessment and curriculum
purpose, practice, and approach.
Distinguish their respective values,
conceptual bases, and limitations.
Develop, validate, and align
teaching, learning, and assessment
procedures and processes.
Refine, research, and evaluate them.
63

 Comments?

 Questions?
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