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PREFACE

This book is intended to offer a view of  alternative forms 
of  assessment since according to Huba & Freed (2000), 

assessment is a systematic process of  gathering, interpreting, 
and acting upon data related to student learning and experience 
for the purpose of  developing a deep understanding of  what 
students know, understand, and can do with their knowledge as 
a result of  their educational experience; the process culminates 
when assessment results are used to improve subsequent 
learning.

It includes our attempt as teacher trainers to address 
alternative forms of  assessment in an effort to foster support 
for teachers in a collaborative learning environment. This 
book will help you to explore practices around grading that 
are fair, reasonable, and focus on learning rather than task 
completion.

We hope to encourage other practitioners to continue 
exploring the value of  alternative forms of  assessment in their 
own professional venues since we believe that an increased use 
of  meaningful (authentic) assessments that involve students in 
selecting and reflecting on their learning means that teachers 
will have access to a wider range of  evidence with which to 
judge whether students are becoming competent, purposeful 
learners. It also means that study programs will become more 
responsive to students’ differing learning styles and value 
student diversity. Finally, programs that focus on alternative 
assessment are likely to foster lifelong critical thinking skills 
that will allow for scaffolding for future learning, and thus 
enables students to evaluate what they learn both in as well as 
outside of  the classroom.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended to help teachers and students with 
the use of  alternative methods of  assessment in B.Ed 

Language Teaching Programmes. According to Stiggins 
(1991), alternative assessment “consists of  any method of  
finding out what a student knows or can do that is intended to 
show growth and inform instruction, and is an alternative to 
traditional form of  testing.” (1991, in O’ Malley and Valdez, 
1996:1) 

Due to the recent changes that the University of  Chiapas 
has undertaken, the three schools of  languages in Chiapas ad-
opted and adapted the new UNACH Curriculum Innovation 
Project (UNACH-CIP) in which instruction is based on learn-
er-centered and experiential learning approaches. The main 
goal of  the UNACH-CIP is to encourage learners to become 
more responsible for their own learning, showing evidence of  
reflection and a critical attitude towards developing knowledge 
and teaching practice (Proyecto Académico 2002-2006) .Thus, 
the B.Ed Language Teaching Programme has to implement 
this guideline by acknowledging that reflection is an important 
element to achieve quality in learning. 

Based on the essential elements proposed by Breen and 
Candlin (1980) which is illustrated in Figure 1 below, the com-
mittee had strong motives for including reflective practice as 
alternative methods on assessment.
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These changes in the curriculum created the need for the 
Curricular Committee to choose a more formative approach in 
which both the assessment methods and the teaching strategies 
can achieve the learning goals set. Upon this, Fish (1989:184-
185) states “if  the goal is to produce a reflective practitioner, 
then the student must be more involved in assessment and the 
assessment itself  must be focused. 

How to use this book

This book may be read from cover to cover or on a chapter-
by chapter basis. It is divided into three parts: the first part 
is a chapter called foundation on assessment for learning. 
The reader may find both the theory of  assessment and the 
answers to some questions such as: why, how, when and 
what to assess. Issues related to feedback and reflection to 
enhance learning as well as a number of  tables in which the 
reader may obtain practical tips to self-assess their teach-
ing are included. At the beginning of  the chapter the terms 
assessment and evaluation are distinguished since both 
concepts tend to be considered as synonyms. As the whole 
book is focused on assessment, it is expected that readers 
have a clear understanding of  both concepts because assess-
ment is an unending and unavoidable aspect of  our teaching 
practice. 

The second part of  this book deals with assessment meth-
ods for teacher training. The reader will be able to explore 
11 techniques to assess their students such as: Asynchronous 
Discussion Forums, Case Studies, Dialogue Journals, Essays, 
Learning Logs, Presentations, Teachers Performance in Practi-
cum, Project work, Portfolio, and Observation. Each chap-
ter includes a brief  overview to set the scene, a definition of  
the methods, how to use them and samples on how to assess 
them. The examples provided in this book are drawn from a 
variety of  different teaching and training contexts. Each author 
has experienced assessing methods in their area of  expertise 
with their own BA ELT students identifying the advantages 
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and disadvantages of  using each method. Finally, each chapter 
concludes with a number of  sources.

The third part of  this book explores assessment methods 
for language learning. Although the methods used for oral in-
terviews, reports and peer and self  assessment can be used for 
assessing BA ELT students, the examples are mainly focused 
on learning English. The reader will find a similar structure of  
the chapters mentioned before: an overview, definitions, how 
to use them and samples how to assess them, as well as a vari-
ety of  sources. The last chapter deals with forms of  assessing 
translation. Even though this chapter is not focused on teach-
ing or learning a language, it was considered an essential topic 
since translation is one of  the courses taken in some B.Ed 
Language Teaching Programmes in Mexico. The reader will 
find the information in Spanish since most of  the translations 
are direct (from English to Spanish). 





Part I
Foundation on

Assessment for Learning
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Chapter 1

What’s the theory behind assessment?

 

Lucia Escobar Hernández
Elizabeth Us Grajales

“Be wary of  standardized
models and approaches”

 (Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

This paper outlines the role of  assessment in the teaching-
learning process. The first section states the difference be-

tween evaluation and assessment because both concepts tend 
to be considered as synonyms. Then, explanations of  the role 
of  assessment as well as the principles about assessment are 
presented. The second section deals with assessment issues 
such as types of  assessment: traditional and authentic as well 
as the answers for the following questions why, how, when 
and what to assess. The third section analyzes concepts on the 
assessment theory such as: reliability and validity; formative 
and summative; the role of  feedback and the grading system. 
Finally, an explanation on both teachers’ and students’ beliefs 
on assessment and the relationship between teaching and as-
sessment is included.

1.1 Misconception on assessment

We need to make clear the difference between evaluation and 
assessment since there are still teachers and students who tend 
to confuse them. As teachers many of  us frequently misuse 
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them one for another, for instance, when a teacher applies an 
exam or test and he refers to it as evaluating students rather 
than assessing students’ learning. Some authors such as Letha-
by (2002); Rea-Dickins and Germaine (1992); Rayment (2006) 
and Tanner and Jones (2003) have defined these concepts as 
follows:

Evaluation for Rea.-Dickins and Germaine (1992: 3) “…
is an intrinsic part of  teaching and learning […] it is impor-
tant […] because it provides […] information to use for the 
future […into the classroom], for the planning courses, and 
for the management of  learning tasks and students” Similarly 
Lethaby (2002:1) defines it as “… a broader concept … evalu-
ation refers more to student’s behavior, attitudes goals and 
needs, learning styles and strategies; and the information is 
used as the basis for decision-making and planning about the 
program.” We can infer that without evaluation (,) teachers, 
students and institutions could not know if  the course have 
reached the learning outcomes stated in a programme or if  the 
training context, teaching material, and teaching performance 
were appropriate. 

According to Lethaby (2002:1) “assessment refers to the 
process by which we determine what learners are able to do 
by the end of  a particular time frame….” Likewise, Tanner 
and Jones (2003) comment that “assessment means much 
more than examination, testing and marking. It goes far be-
yond the process of  measuring pupils against standards”. 
We can say that assessment is a process which measures 
students’ progress, where we may find their strengths and 
weaknesses. 

Traditionally, the purpose of  assessment is for place-
ment, promotion, graduation, or retention. In the context 
of  school reform, assessment is an essential tool for evalu-
ating the effectiveness of  changes in the teaching-learning 
process. Lethaby (2002:1) considers that “assessment takes 
place after something [a task, a lesson…]; while evaluation 
does it all the time.”

However, in an educational context, assessment is, accord-
ing to Rayment (2006:2)
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A method of  enquiry to determine the extent of  learn-
ing. 

A method to acquire and collect essential feedback.

The process of  evaluating students within an educational 
context.

The process of  documenting knowledge, skills, attitude 
and beliefs.

An essential teaching approach and technique.

A cyclical and continuous process to evaluate teaching 
and learning should continue. 

A diagnostic and evaluative tool.

Having stated the difference between assessment and eval-
uation, let us turn to a discussion regarding the role of  assess-
ment and the rationale for using it.

Assessment plays an important role concerning any 
course/program; in fact it determines what students must do 
in order to achieve qualifications. (Wallace, 1991) The rationale 
for assessment should be carried out seriously to assure that 
assessment is covering the aims and objectives of  the course 
as a whole, that does not mean it is a matter of  routine. As 
Rea-Dickins (cited in Wu, 2003:6) mentions “the role assess-
ment plays in teaching can be positive; nevertheless, inappro-
priate assessment also has the potential to obstruct learning 
or to cause negative influence in students learning attitude”. 
If  assessment is to play an important role in any program or 
course, teachers need to be aware of  its importance and must 
be helped on developing and implementing a variety of  meth-
ods to encourage learning. Otherwise, assessment would be no 
more than a meaningless practice rather that an integral part 
of  the teaching and learning process.

The rationale for using assessment is to measure, motivate 
and encourage learning. However some principles must be 
taken into account in order to carry out an assessment appro-
priately. Furthermore, it can be an effective part of  a teaching 

•

•
•

•

•
•

•
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cycle because teachers may also obtain feedback from their 
learners. 

According to Wallace (1991:126-127) the following princi-
ples might have relevance to most courses:

The assessment should be appropriately diagnostic and 
formative, providing feedback to staff  and trainees [stu-
dents] alike on the extent to which learning objectives are 
being realised, and on the existence of  learning difficul-
ties and the need for help and improvement. 

The assessment should be summative: it should consti-
tute a valid and reliable measure of  academic and profes-
sional achievement. 

Forms of  assessment should also be varied, and progres-
sively more demanding as the course proceeds in order 
to allow the trainees to demonstrate a range of  expertise, 
and develop reflection.

The load of  assessment should be sufficient to yield ad-
equate information (both to trainees and their tutors) on 
the trainees’ progress, but not so heavy that they are de-
nied sufficient time for reading and reflection.

The distribution of  assessment should BE such that the 
trainees are not under excessive pressure at certain points 
of  the course and insufficiently stretched at others.

Considering that learning involves teachers and learners 
the use of  feedback plays an important role for the assessing 
methods since it promotes reflection and enables both teacher 
and student to modify their behaviour within both the teach-
ing and learning purposes. The principles mentioned before 
might be relevant in different teaching and learning contexts. 
They may be useful to help teachers to better understand how 
to apply them correctly in their classes and to improve their 
own teaching performance. 

•

•

•

•

•
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After this comment on the role of  assessment, it is 
necessary to consider different issues related to it. Black 
and Broadfoot (1982: ix) points out that “the most strongly 
held view of  assessment is that it is an integral and essen-
tial part of  the teaching and learning process”. In the same 
way, he argues (1979) that “assessment has to be regarded, 
then, not merely as a means of  measuring outcomes but 
also as an aid to learning.” We believe that feedback is the 
key to reach learning and reflection. According to Moon 
(2002:109), “feedback from assessment may enable learners 
to make decisions about future choices in learning.” Stu-
dents are the only ones who can decide if  they want to 
improve or change their knowledge, skills, awareness and 
attitudes. 

Moreover, Carless (2003) suggests that a good assessment 
practice is achieved through non-judgmental feedback. He 
also considers feedback as the key word for learning, teaching 
and assessment. 

There are many different types of  assessment that are suit-
able for a range of  activities and tasks. Henceforth, it is im-
portant to master how we assess with what we are assessing in 
order to ensure that we are making the most of  the process. 
Mueller (2006) classifies types of  assessment into traditional 
and authentic. 

Traditional assessment: refers to the forced-choice mea-
sures of  multiple choices tests, fill in the blanks, true false or 
matching. Students select the answer or recall the information 
to complete the assessment. These tests may be standardized, 
administered locally, statewide or internationally. (Mueller, 
2006:2)

Authentic assessment: is used to describe the multiple forms 
of  assessment that reflect student learning, achievement, mo-
tivation, and relevant attitudes towards classroom activities. 
For example: portfolio, self-assessment, reports, case studies, 
projects, presentations, among others. O’Malley and Valdez 
(1993)



32

Assessment for Learning

For a wider understanding, authentic assessment will be 
illustrated in the following chapters of  this guidebook. Au-
thentic assessment was classified by Rowntree (1994) into 
two categories: product and process assessment. Product as-
sessment is where there is a physical product to assess. The 
product could be a piece of  writing or a test. The process or 
performance assessment is where there is the assessment of  
an activity (e.g. a role play), which may or may not result in a 
product. (Lethaby, 2002)

Both product and process assessment can be administered 
and balanced in a classroom. It depends on what teachers want 
to measure in their students’ learning. The following section 
will answer some questions related to authentic assessment. 

1.2 Why to assess
According to Jarvis (2002: 161) “ [assessment] has many differ-
ent purposes, takes many different forms, has different levels 
of  reliability and validity, takes place at different points in the 
learner’s career and has findings communicated in different 
ways.” In addition Tummons (2005:5) states that” assessment 
will be a permanent and unavoidable aspect of  our profession-
al role…” because in an educational context teachers and stu-
dents as well as institutions take assessment as a compulsory 
requirement. However, each one has different reasons which 
will be explained below: 

Teachers need to provide diagnostic and formative feedback 
to learners, in order to gather information for reporting pur-
poses (grades), and also identify the appropriate level for a 
new student (placement), and to determine whether or not a 
student meets program requirements (certification), and finally 
to motivate learners to study and make steady progress. 

Students need to know what is expected from them, and what 
they can do to improve their performance, and to understand 
what will comprise their course grade, and, finally, to judge 
evaluation as fair and meaningful. 
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There are many authors such as Lethaby (2002), Moon (2002), 
Tanner and Jones (2003), Jarvis (2002), Mohamed (2004), Ray-
ment (2005) who have stated the reasons for assessing stu-
dents. The purposes for assessment may include some of  the 
following:

To measure student progress

To guide students and encourage improvement

To grade students according to level or ability

To diagnose weaknesses and enable students to remedy 
their errors

To provide feedback on the effectiveness of  the teaching 
methods 

To provide motivation for students

To measure the objectives of  the course

To check if  learners have understood the material taught

To help learners to assess their own performance

As we could see above, there are many reasons for assessing 
students’ learning. As teachers we should be aware of  what 
students know (knowledge) or what students can do, and how 
well they can do it (skill; performance) and also how students 
feel about their work (motivation, effort) and finally how stu-
dents go about the task of  doing their work (process/reflec-
tion).

1.3 How to assess 

Nowadays there is too much theory about the use of  authen-
tic assessment and its significance towards teaching and learn-
ing. Since “the only mode of  assessment practiced in schools 
around the world has been tests at the end of  the term or 
[semester].” (Cuartas 2000:45) 

•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
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Likewise, in our Mexican system, tests have long been used 
for grading students. On the other hand, Cuartas (2000:45) ar-
gues that “assessment should be carried out by the teachers in 
the school and it should have different forms, not just testing” 
Assessment needs to be a continuous practise using different 
methods to be valid and reliable. 

Table 1 shows ways to manage assessment suggested by 
Mohamed (2004): 

We believe that these tips are useful for teachers because 
assessment is complex and as teachers we need to be careful 
when using them. 

1.4 When to assess

This section answers the question of  when to assess students’ 
learning. “Any teacher involved in continuous assessment and 
interested in the formative aspect of  assessment should as-
sess and / or test students as often as they consider appro-
priate in order to obtain significant feedback concerning the 
teaching and learning process” (Cuartas, 2000:70). Definitely, 
teachers are the only ones who know the appropriate time to 
provide feedback and to check students’ progress. Mohamed 
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also provides tips for teachers about when to assess. See table 
2 below: 

These recommendations might be useful for novice teach-
ers since, sometimes, they seem not to know when the most 
appropriate time to assess is. 

1.5 What to assess

Lethaby (2002:5) considers that teachers should assess the 
“knowledge and skills [they] have set down as learning out-
comes and course goals [… since] there is a very close connec-
tion between objective and assessment. Learning outcomes 
will decide the kinds of  learning events and tasks that can be 
set for students” Moreover Moon (2002:17) defines learning 
outcomes as “statement about what the learner is expected to 
know, understand and be able to do at the end of  a module 
and of  how that learning will be demonstrated.” These au-
thors believe that teachers need to take into account not only 
the content of  a programme, but also the learning outcomes 
so that they can decide what and how to assess their students’ 
learning. Sometimes novice teachers do not know what to as-
sess, so they ask their students to carry out easy assignments or 
tasks to be graded. Mohamed (2004) provides a questionnaire 
to help teachers get ideas on it. See table 3 below: 
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These questions might be useful for teachers who find 
it difficult to decide what to assess. As we have mentioned 
above, teachers should bear in mind that learning outcomes 
are not separated from content, assessment criteria and assess-
ment methods. 

1.6 Assessment theory

Some fundamental concepts will be explained to understand 
this moral and complex activity. The first concepts are valid-
ity and reliability. According to Tanner and Jones (2003) all 
assessments methods should be reliable and valid, but there 
is always a disagreement between them, which is difficult to 
balance. 

1.6.1 Reliability and Validity

 According to Brown and Knight (1994:14), “reliability refers 
to making sure any assessment result describes the phenom-
enon being assessed and it is not a product of  the measure-
ment instrument used.” Moreover, Lethaby (2002:12) says that 
it basically asks the question: 

‘Can we trust the results of  the assessment?’ Would we 
get different results if  the assessment was done again or as-
sessed by a different person? If  the answer to either of  these 
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questions is yes, then we can say that our assessment task is 
not reliable. This is affected by questions such as; how subjec-
tive is the scoring? Was the assessment done under the same 
circumstances by everyone? In other words, we want to know 
whether the assessment is a consistent measurement of  what 
it is supposed to measure.

On the other hand, validity “has the primary meaning of  
measuring what you set out to measure.” (Brown and Knight, 
1994:17). It is very difficult to balance both of  them as Le-
thaby (2002:14) states: 

When we improve the reliability of  an assessment method 
(for instance by making it more objective), the validity may 
tend to drop. When we try to improve the validity of  the as-
sessment method such as by giving the people to be assessed 
more freedom in how they carry out the task to be assessed, 
the reliability of  the test may tend to diminish.

Therefore in our local context, it is important to include a 
variety of  assessment methods in order to be consistent and 
fair when grading students’ learning. Hughes (1989) proposes 
some ways to improve reliability in assessment methods which 
are illustrated in table 4 below:
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Even though these recommendations are focused on test-
ing, they can also be useful for other alternative methods of  
assessment. 

1. 6.2 Formative and summative assessment

Assessment can be done at various times throughout a pro-
gram. A comprehensive assessment plan will include forma-
tive and summative assessment; although assessment can take 
many forms, it is useful to separate each process into two cat-
egories: formative and summative. 

Tummons (2005:31-32) considers formative assessment as 
“ the assessment that takes place during the course or a pro-
gramme or study, as an integral part of  the learning process 
[…] it is often informal […] carried out by teachers and train-
ers while teaching and training […and] defined as an assess-
ment for learning” Formative assessment is often done at the 
beginning or during a program, thus providing the opportuni-
ty for immediate evidence for students’ learning in a particular 
course of  at particular point in a program. Formative assess-
ment is an integral part of  effective teaching and learning that 
is commonly conducted during the whole course. Similarly, 
William and Black (cited in Tanner and Jones, 2005:43) argue 
that “high-quality formative assessment has a powerful impact 
on learning.” However, the Qualifications and Curriculum Au-
thority, QCA (2001) agrees that effective formative assessment 
represents a key strategy for raising standards. They recom-
mend that “formative assessment or assessment for learning 
must:

Be embedded in the teaching and learning process of  
which it is an essential part 

Share learning goals with pupils 

Help pupils to know and to recognize standards to aim 
for

•

•

•
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Provide feedback which lead pupils to identify what they 
should do next to improve

Have a commitment that every pupil can improve

Involve both teacher and pupils in reviewing and reflect-
ing on pupils’ performance and progress

Involve pupils in self-assessment 
              (Tanner and Jones, 2003:43-44) 

On the other hand, summative assessment is a process that 
generally takes place at the end of  a stage or task and summa-
rizes the extent of  learning that has taken place. It is a much 
more rigid form of  assessment. 

According to Tummons (2005: 39) 

“Summative assessment is assessment of  learning […] 
teachers[…] use [it] to discover what a student has achieved 
during the programme of  study […] carried out at or towards 
the end of  a course. It is always a formal process and is used to 
see if  students have acquired the skills, knowledge, behaviors 
or understanding that the course sets out to provide    them 
with. ”

Likewise Lethaby (2002: 10) states that “summative assess-
ment reports on what has been learned and takes place after 
the course of  learning (or part of  it). An exam would be an 
example of  summative assessment. A key indicator is the fact 
that it is graded.”

Rayment (2006:32, 33) in table 5 below makes a compar-
ison demonstrating the two main forms of  assessment and 
how a teacher might use them in the classroom:

•

•

•

•
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These two forms of  assessment demonstrate the impor-
tance of  using them in the classroom. Teachers can work with 
both of  them for their relevance to encourage students’ learn-
ing and to check students’ progress. 

1.6.3 The role of  feedback

Marking student’s work is not enough to achieve the benefits 
of  assessment; the feedback provided to the students with 
their marked work is equally as important. According to Tum-
mons (2005:75) “feedback describes the dialogue between the 
teacher or trainer and the students and it is an integral part of  
the assessment process.” Similarly, Tanner and Jones (2003:59) 
agree that “feedback occurs in real time two-way interaction as 
part of  the teaching process.” 

Undoubtedly, feedback plays an important part of  assess-
ment because it allows the students to know how well they 
are doing or it can show them why they have not reached the 
required standards. Regarding this, Mohamed (2004:14) men-
tions that “feedback should be targeted to enhance learning, 
and should concentrate on what the student needs to improve. 
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Avoid being overly judgmental, as this can be very discourag-
ing.” As teachers, we need to be tactful because students are 
human beings with feelings and students can be hurt if  feed-
back is destructive. 

Tummons (2005:75) also comments that “positive feed-
back can be seen as a reward for learning: confirmation from 
the tutor that the student has grasped a new skill or mastered 
a new body of  knowledge.” Both teachers and students can 
take advantage of  positive feedback. For teachers, it allows 
them to measure their teaching practices, and for students, it 
helps them to become more aware of  their individual prog-
ress. 

According to Tanner and Jones (2003) oral feedback for 
writing tasks may be provided during the lesson in order to 
make sure that both teachers and students can talk and reflect 
upon what to do to improve. Sometimes students do not even 
read the written feedback on their notes that is why Tanner 
and Jones (2003) point out that oral feedback can help edu-
cators avoid taking students’ work home and time consum-
ing work. On the other hand, Mohamed (2004) suggests that 
group feedback also cuts down on the marking time if  the 
mistakes are similar in the group. She considers that group 
feedback could be positive so students are able to see that they 
are not the only ones making the same mistake which could 
encourage them to work together. 

As stated before, students are emotional with different per-
sonalities and self-esteem so “assignments covered in red ink 
without a single piece of  positive feedback can be extremely 
intimidating and demotivating.” (Mohamed, 2004:14) That is 
why the use of  an ink colour other than red is recommended. 
She also recommends that teachers should provide positive 
feedback even when there is nothing good to say about the 
work. Those comments such as “I agree with your idea” “good 
point” could motivate students before telling them things to 
work on. “Criticism is important [… since ] it will allow the 
students to see where they have gone wrong.” (Mohamed, 
2004:14) We consider these recommendations very helpful be-
cause as teachers we need to encourage learning.                                                                                                  
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Many authors such as Tummons (2005), Mohamed (2004) 
and Race (2001) have discussed feedback. Some useful sugges-
tions about feedback are summarized in table 6 below: 

Giving formative feedback demands time, a relaxing 
environment, patience and tolerance for both teachers and 
students. However feedback is a process in which partici-
pants need to be trained to follow the suggestions mentioned 
above. 

1.6.4 Grading system

Our educational grading systems are mostly decided by insti-
tutional regulations. However, sometimes course design teams 
or committees have some freedom in deciding what form of  
grading system they should apply which can sometimes be dif-
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ficult and problematic. This decision involves a great deal of  
hard work since we must then decide to break away from tradi-
tionalist education. Curriculum re-design committees have to 
be careful when establishing the aims and goals of  the course, 
the types of  assessment and the preferred grading system. In 
that case, we can mention that there are basically three ap-
proaches to this:

Wallace (1991:132) describes Norm-referencing as “a sta-
tistical concept whereby the total number of  candidates is 
assumed to fall into some kind of  ‘normal distribution’, in 
which there will be a few very able people, a few very weak 
people, and the majority scattered at various points in the 
middle.”

On the contrary, Lethaby (2002:16) states that “crite-
rion-referencing – classifies people according to whether 
they are able to perform some task or set of  tasks satis-
factorily.” Douglas (2000:16), talks about “people who are 
taking a scuba diving test. It is clearly not important who 
knows more than someone else in this case, but what is 
important that the people who pass the test know the es-
sential terms.” 

According to Tanner and Jones (2005: 5) the third ref-
erencing system is ipsative which is considered as the way “a 
learner […] might think that the main reference should be 
whether [he/she] is improving against [his/her] prior perfor-
mance.” Furthermore, Tummons (2005: 27) has commented 
that “ipsative assessment encourages “students to reflect on ways 
to facilitate and improve their learning and seek them out, it 
is a process which involves students and tutors in a dialogue 
facilitated by feedback:” 

Even though there are three systems, our Mexican Ed-
ucational System gives more emphasis on norm-referenc-
ing, which is why most courses place students in different 
categories: the best students get 10, good students get 9 or 
8, and poor students get 6 or fail. As a result, most courses 
are not designed to assign a pass or fail score depending 
on the acquisition of  Knowledge/Awareness and Skills 
(KAS). 
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1.7 Beliefs towards assessment

Graves (2000:26) points out that beliefs “come from your past 
experiences and the beliefs that grow out and guide that expe-
rience […] your education.” Based on that quotation we can 
state that our beliefs on assessment also come from our past 
experiences as learners. Tanner and Jones (2003) consider that 
the word assessment can have positive or negative connota-
tions to people since they have experienced assessment dif-
ferently depending on if  they were successful or if  they were 
failing at school. As stated in the sections above, assessment 
is essential in the process of  effective learning and teaching 
because it can encourage positive beliefs and attitudes in both 
teachers and students. Assessment means more than examina-
tion, testing and marking. It goes beyond the process of  mea-
suring students against standards.

1.7.1 Teachers’ beliefs

According to Bailey and Jackson (in Richards, et al. 2001) 
change can refer to many things including knowledge, beliefs, 
attitudes, understanding, self  awareness, and teaching prac-
tices. Several assumptions about the nature of  teacher change 
underlie current approaches to teacher’s professional develop-
ment:

Teachers’ beliefs play a central role in the process of  
teacher development

Changes in teachers’ practices are the result of  changes 
in teachers’ beliefs

The notion of  teacher change is multi-dimensional and is 
triggered both by personal factors as well as the profes-
sional context in which teachers work

Teachers have their own professional ideologies and beliefs 
towards assessment. For that reason they may resist changing 

•

•

•
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from traditional to alternative assessment. According to Easen 
(1985:108), “If  someone tries to change our long practiced 
experiences, those changes may bring up resentment and resis-
tance to it. If  we can learn to live with that change and to try to 
discover our purpose, perhaps both of  us will change for the 
better…” Besides changes towards assessment implies more 
work since both teachers and students need to go through dif-
ferent stages to accept an assessment innovation. For example, 
they need to know the advantages and disadvantages of  new 
assessment methods, they need to adopt and adapt them ac-
cording to their needs, and then they have to train their stu-
dents in the new assessment practices. 

Kindsvatter, Willen, and Ishler (in Richards, 1996:30-31) 
state that teachers’ beliefs are based on: 

Their own experience as language learners. All teachers 
were once students and their beliefs about teaching are 
often a reflection of  how they themselves were taught.

Experience of  what works best. For many teachers ex-
perience is the primary source of  beliefs about teaching. 
A teacher may have found that some teaching strategies 
work well and some do not

Personality factors. Some teachers have a personal pref-
erence for a particular teaching pattern, arrangement, or 
activity because it matches their personalities.

Principles derived from an approach or method. Teachers 
may believe in the effectiveness of  a particular approach 
or method of  teaching and consistently try to implement 
it in the classroom. 

As teachers we tend to imitate teachers who have influenced 
our learning in the past and that is why it is difficult to accept 
innovations or change in our daily teaching practices. One way 
to understand new assessment practices is through personal 
reflection. “Teachers must become aware of  the value of  self-

•

•

•

•
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evaluating their teaching practices because these practices af-
fect students’ learning processes, perceptions and everything 
they do in the language classroom.” (Gomez, 2004:11)

1.7.2 Students’ beliefs

Students also have their own beliefs towards assessment. Most 
of  the time they think that tests are the only method through 
which they could be evaluated but when their teachers adopt 
different ones, they may also consider the new methods as 
tests. According to Tanner and Jones (2003:1) students have 
different feelings towards assessment such as the following: 

I’ll be OK if  I revise properly

I can show that’s what I’m worth

I panic in a test and I don’t do as well as I should

Some people are just more intelligent than me

Students can feel insecure about the results they receive from 
teachers about their performance and progress because it may 
appear very subjective. According to Moon (2004: 114), “sub-
jectivity is likely to creep into assessment process [because 
teachers] are humans. It is hard not to be influenced by what 
we read in an essay in front of  us, liking or disliking views ex-
pressed in relation to our own consideration.”

They are also concerns about learner’s grades since most 
students have this misconception. They believe that the high-
er their grades are, the more knowledge they may need to 
grasp and achieve. Regarding this, Race (2001: 39) comments 
that “students pay more attention to their scores or grades 
when they receive marked work, and often they are blind 
to valuable feedback which may accompany their returned 
work.”

We believe that students can also resist new assessment 
practices because they need to be trained in order to notice 
their advantages. Moon (1999:122) suggests that there are 
three approaches to learning:

•
•

•

•
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The deep approach: the intention is to understand the idea 
by yourself  when relating ideas to previous knowledge and 
experiences

The surface approach: the intention is to cope with course 
requirement by studying without reflecting on either purpose 
or strategy

The strategic approach: The intention is to achieve the 
highest grades possible by being alert to assessment require-
ment and criteria

Students´ approaches to learning depend on the beliefs 
which they hold. Therefore, strategic learners are the ones who 
can reach different degrees of  reflections if  they are aware that 
their learning will be graded. Similarly, deep learners are the 
ones who are reflective practitioners. However, surface learn-
ers are the ones who do not have a purpose for learning. As 
teachers, we need to be aware of  these types of  learners be-
cause we need to encourage them to move from traditional to 
alternative assessment. 

1.8 Relationship between teaching and assessment 

There is a close relationship between teaching and assessment 
because if  teachers want to encourage students to reflect on 
their learning, teachers need to change their traditional teach-
ing methods allowing students to be active and responsible 
for their own learning. According to O’Neil (cited in Gibbs, 
1994:33), “a deep approach to learning is best fostered by 
teaching and assessment methods that promote active and 
long-term engagement with learning tasks.” In the following 
sections we shall talk about a teaching approach which could 
help teachers to promote reflection in their learners. 

1.8.1 Experiential learning 

According to Saddington (cited in Moon, 2004:109), “Experi-
ential learning is a process in which an experience is reflected 
upon and then translated into concepts which in turn become 
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guidelines for new experiences.” Kolb (1984:42) proposes four 
stages which are illustrated below: 

“Learners, if  they are to be effective, need four different kinds 
of  abilities which correspond to the four stages of  this learning 
cycle: concrete experience abilities, reflective observation abili-
ties, abstract conceptualization abilities and active experimen-
tation abilities...any particular individual will have strengths in 
particular parts of  these dimensions and will need to develop 
the skills to operate along the full range if  they are to be effec-
tive. (Kolb, in Boud, Keogh and Walker, 1994:12-13)

Kolb identified four main learning styles based on the 
learning cycle. 

Learning through concrete experience- an engagement 
with direct experience (activist);

Learning through critical reflection- observing experi-
ence from different perspectives and judging experience 
through a variety of  criteria (reflectors);

Learning through abstract conceptualisation- analysis 
experience to create new ideas, concepts and structures 
(theorists);

Learning through active experimentation- using these 
new ideas, testing theories out in practice (experiment-
ers). 

     (Rogers, 2002: 110) 

•

•

•

•
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However, as Rogers stresses (2002:111) “we all tend to use all 
these styles... but we prefer to use one or perhaps two modes 
of  learning above the others.”

This learning cycle can be useful for teachers and students 
because it allows them to recall, to do, to reflect, to analyze, to 
make decisions and to change. Experiential learning asks for 
conscious attention to the importance of  the learners’ experi-
ences, attitudes and feelings about their own learning. If  we 
can help learners improve their views of  themselves as learn-
ers, they may become better learners and they would be able to 
use their learning strategies and skills more effectively.

Kolb (1984) classifies the importance of  experiential learn-
ing based on the following arguments:

(1) It facilitates personal growth: teachers can help their stu-
dents become more autonomous, strategic, and motivated 
in their learning so that they can apply their efforts and 
strategies in a variety of  meaningful contexts beyond 
school. 

2) It helps learners adapt to social change: Due to the fact that 
we are living in an uncertain society, teachers can provide 
learning opportunities in which students can be trained to 
face these changes.

(3) Differences in learning ability; some students are faster, 
others are slower and another type of  students seem to 
have little ability even if  they try hard.

(4) Responds to learner needs and practical pedagogical consider-
ation. It takes into account students’ needs therefore it can 
be adapted since each learner is unique. 

This teaching approach is necessary for implementing alterna-
tive assessment methods in a classroom, for example; portfo-
lios have been proved to be an effective means for reflection 
as well as for an effective learning. Regarding this, Melanie in 
(Gibbs, 1994:78) states that “...to explore innovative and excit-
ing methods of  teaching and learning… the practitioner of  
the future [adopts] more student-centered approaches… and 
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in turn this facilitates interesting ways of  assessment, such as 
the portfolio” . 

1.8.2 Assessment and reflection

Moon (2004: 82) states that reflection “is a process of  reor-
ganizing knowledge and emotional orientation in order to 
achieve further insights.” It has been considered a complex 
issue since both teachers and learners are not used to being 
reflective. Besides, reflection is not mechanical and requires 
training. According to Fish (1985:78), “reflection processes are 
complex and involve both feelings and cognition”. 

However, Moon (2004) recommends writing reflective 
tasks so that we can provide students with learning oppor-
tunities in which, as teachers, we could encourage them to 
move from a surface approach to a deep approach. Likewise 
Moon (2004:134) emphasizes that “it is worth remembering 
that [teachers] who introduce reflective activities are likely 
to be those who understand reflection”. Students as well as 
teachers need training and practice in order to use reflec-
tive activities effectively, and all this training takes time and 
it should be done little by little. Hatton and Smith (cited in 
Moon, 2004: 97) propose three levels of  reflection which are 
as follows:

Descriptive writing: Writing that is not considered showing 
evidence of  reflection. It is a description with no conversation 
beyond description.

Dialogic reflection: There is a recognition that different quali-
ties of  judgment and alternatives explanations may exist for 
the same material. The reflection is analytical or integrative, 
although may reveal inconsistency.

Critical reflection: Demonstrates awareness that actions and 
events are not only located within and explicable by multiple 
perspectives, but are located in and influenced by multiple his-
torical and socio-political contexts.
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It is believed that persuading learners to reflect on their learn-
ing could be a difficult part of  our teaching for most learners 
are used to descriptive writing. “The development of  assess-
ment criteria for reflective work is particularly difficult since 
often we are unsure what distinguishes reflection from aca-
demic and everyday processes.” (Moon, 2002: 130) Similarly 
Moon (2002) wonders what the criteria should be to assess re-
flection, that is why she suggests assigning a (very) few marks 
to the reflective writing methods. 

Summary

As a conclusion, we can say that assessment is essential in the 
learning and teaching process because it helps teachers and 
learners become aware of  their strengths and weaknesses. As 
we have seen in this chapter formative assessment should be 
carried out during the course so that students and teachers 
have an opportunity to improve. We also explored how feed-
back can be a key element for learning and for reflection if  
teachers provide it in a non-judgmental way. Throughout this 
chapter we have shared some recommendations which can 
be helpful for teachers who are interested in improving their 
teaching practice. We believe that alternative methods on as-
sessment can also be useful to promote reflection in students. 
However, we consider that reflection needs to be trained. As 
teachers, we cannot force students to adopt innovative assess-
ment without changing their beliefs, attitudes, behaviour, feel-
ings, skills and knowledge. In order for them to welcome an 
assessment innovation, teachers need to encourage learners to 
be significantly involved in it. 
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Chapter 2

Using ADF’s in Alternative Assessment

 

Ana María Elisa Díaz de la Garza             
“Take risks”

(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

Asynchronous Discussion Forums (ADFs) are a valuable 
tool which allows learners to read and respond to partici-

pants’ contributions “out of  time.” They have the potential to 
develop reflective practices and offer a written on-line docu-
ment which may be assessed for course credit. In this chapter 
I hope to encourage practitioners to explore the value of  using 
asynchronous discussion forums (ADFs) as an alternative as-
sessment method. 

2.1 Asynchronous Discussion Forums

Teacher training courses that include asynchronous online 
discussion forums maximize student learning in a number of  
ways, since they promote student involvement and feedback. 
Asynchronous Discussion Forums (ADFs) may be used as a 
support network in an effort to foster the development of  
a “virtual learning community” where habits of  caring, shared 
Values, Attitudes and Beliefs (VABs) and interconnectedness 
are encouraged and participants are able to share informa-
tion and experiences, challenge, question and offer each other 
alternatives to their usual practices. They have the potential 
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to reduce the sense of  isolation and increase feelings of  vali-
dation as well as to provide written products which may be 
evaluated. 

Online discussion forums provide trainees with opportuni-
ties to work together on projects in small groups, participate in 
on-going discussions focused on course content, and to “pres-
ent” group project products to the rest of  the class which may 
be accomplished independently of  student location and time 
of  actual participation in a discussion forum. This is coordi-
nated with a special alumni web site for assignments which 
compliment college courses and allow participants to nego-
tiate and construct knowledge collaboratively. Since they are 
asynchronous, they allow trainees to have time to contribute 
their well thought out responses and consult literature as well 
as provide opportunities to interact with the content of  the 
course and their peers on-line.

To be able to develop their teaching expertise, trainees 
require opportunities to reflect and make sense of  issues. 
For Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985:191), reflection is an ac-
tivity in which people “recapture their experience, think about 
it, mull it over and evaluate it.” Thus, reflection is used to make 
sense of  unstructured situations in order to generate new 
knowledge; it is the act of  thinking about our thinking and 
acting. 

It is therefore necessary to develop a facilitated climate for 
trainees to share ideas in an empathic, non-judgmental and 
supportive manner which may foster teacher development and 
raise trainees’ awareness of  issues. 

2.2 Learning Communities

Wenger (1998: on-line) defines learning communities as:

“Groups of  people who share a concern, a set of  prob-
lems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 
ongoing basis.” 
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Thus, a learning community is a place for sharing and 
creating knowledge collaboratively and develops around 
things that matter to people. Such development networks 
are also called ‘collaborative learning communities (Mer-
cer 1995), or, ‘collaborative groups’ (Diaz-Maggioli 2003). 
Their on-line equivalents are known as virtual communi-
ties’ (Rheingold in Mercer 2000), ‘asynchronous learning 
networks’ (Black 2005), ‘virtual knowledge communities’ 
(Cummings et al 2005) or Asynchronous Discussion Fo-
rums (ADFs). 

Discussion topics are assigned and trainees are asked to 
respond to one or two open ended questions designed to elicit 
discussion about course topics which require participants to 
respond to other trainees’ contributions. Hopperton (1998 in 
Markel undated: on-line), states that participation in online 
discussion forums provides opportunities for active learning 
since it demands that participants become actively engaged 
with the course content and through their on-line interaction 
with peers, negotiate the meanings of  the content. Thus, they 
construct knowledge through the shared experiences that each 
participant brings to the collaborative discussions and allows 
for the development of  an “anytime, anywhere” learning net-
work. 

In setting up a community of  learners, it is important that 
members share the following resources for mutual intellectual 
activity (After Mercer 2000: 116)

A History ( all participants are enrolled in the LEI teach-
er training program)

Collective Identity (all define themselves as ELT train-
ees)

Mutual Obligations (all must fulfill college course re-
quirements)

A Common Discourse (all share a common specialized 
language repertoire)

•

•

•

•
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2.3 ADFs as an Assessment Method

ADFs provide students with the opportunity to discuss and 
share ideas on line at their convenience. They are given a time 
limit to contribute (usually a week) and can be graded in the 
following way:

The teacher trainer designs a task including critical think-
ing questions, trainees are then encouraged to participate in the 
forums to answer the task, for instance, at the Autonomous 
University of  Chiapas (UNACH), the first semester trainees in 
the BEd in ELT (Licenciatura en la Enseñanza del Inglés: LEI) are 
using this forum instead of  writing a learning log in their Eng-
lish Language Course because of  its practicality and because 
learners can carry out the task anytime and anywhere. Figure 
1 illustrates the ADF that trainees are currently using to com-
plete assigned tasks at the Tuxtla Language School:
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The LEI website was created in March, 2006. I acted as the 
administrator of  the site and as e-moderator. Students who 
participated received the full 10 percent credit towards their 
final grade. However, participation in the ADF did not clearly 
demonstrate if  they had learnt significant information or if  
they had achieved the learning outcomes stated in the pro-
gramme. For this reason, the following assessment criteria was 
proposed to assign 10% of  total course credit for the learner’s 
contribution to the forum:

As a result, trainees are encouraged and expected to par-
ticipate in the forums to obtain full course credit.

Assessing trainees’ participation in an ADF is not an easy 
procedure. According to Feenberg & Xin (undated: online), 
“assessing consists in any formal and usually scheduled activity 
aimed at insuring that individual participants are fulfilling the 
substantive purpose of  the online forum.” In educational con-
texts, this usually can be carried out through review sessions 
in which trainees are responsible for sharing their knowledge 
with the group. Another common procedure is to evaluate ev-
ery substantive comment participants add to the conference is 
an opportunity for verifying their knowledge of  the subject. 

According to Australia’s Innovative University (undated:on-
line), online discussions can be structured with defined topics 
and procedures or unstructured allowing students free expres-
sion of  issues and ideas. They may be a compulsory part of  
the curriculum, with students required to make regular contri-
butions, or act as an alternate way for students to communi-
cate with teacher trainers and other students. The decision as 
to whether online discussions should be formally assessed and 
contribute to the overall assessment of  a subject will depend 
on the aims associated with the discussion. Two reasons for 
assessing participation include: 

Recognizing the workload and time commitment associ-
ated with the online discussion; and 

Encouraging students to participate, and in doing so to 
complete the required learning activities associated with 
the discussion. 

•

•
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Australia’s Innovative University (undated: on-line) defines 
the following issues for consideration:

a) Quality versus participation: When assessing online discus-
sions it is important to establish the assessment criteria. For 
example, is the quality of  the discussion to be assessed or is 
participation sufficient? This will be determined by the aims 
of  the discussion. Points to consider include: 

If  the aim is to provide a forum for brainstorming and 
discussing ideas, then assessing for quality may stilt the 
discussion; 

An assessment of  the quality of  the contribution may act 
to raise the standard of  the discussion; and 

Trainees need to know beforehand the criteria by which 
they are being assessed. 

b) Discussion versus statements: It is desirable for the par-
ticipants to acknowledge previous points of  view and provide 
constructive follow-up comments. One approach may be a 
requirement for students to contribute a set number of  post-
ings which include a set number of  follow-up comments for 
classmate’s contributions. 

2.4 Benefits & Drawbacks of  Using ADFs

There are many benefits to setting up on-line discussion fo-
rums. The most important are that they may be set up at mini-
mal cost to the university and allow for peer mentoring on an 
anytime anywhere basis. 

However, potential users should be aware of  the follow-
ing challenges involved in setting up this type of  facility. They 
include:

•

•

•
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The management challenge: getting alumni involved in 
this type of  learning community and motivating them to 
participate. 

The community challenge: fostering an awareness of  its 
value for both personal and professional development. 

The technical challenge: designing a forum which is easy 
to use and encourages participation from potential par-
ticipants. 

The personal challenge: encouraging trainees to share 
their ideas and be open to the ideas of  others in a format 
that is unfamiliar for most. 

•

•

•

•
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When setting up tasks for trainees to carry out in ADFs 
teacher-trainers should follow these recommendations for op-
timum success:

1. Teacher trainers set up a discussion forum and design an 
appropriate task to compliment course. (the UNACH ED-
UCAD Platform makes this relatively easy)

2. Trainees are assigned an on-line task.

3. Trainees are instructed to click on the topic message to 
read and reply.

4. Replies are viewable by all course participants who are in-
structed to build on what classmates contribute to the dis-
cussion thread.

5. Course design should include a requirement that trainees 
respond to at least 3 colleagues per week.

Hopefully participants will initiate discussions and respond 
to one another’s postings. In this learning scenario Teacher 
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Trainers act as facilitators. Within this highly public, mostly 
text-based environment, social currency and value is accorded 
by response. In a best case scenario ADFs have the potential 
to significantly change the nature of  interaction, de-emphasiz-
ing teacher input and accentuating interaction and collabora-
tion between peers. (Jonassen et al., 1995 in Markel (undated: 
on-line)

2.5 Suggestions for Using ADFs 
      in the Teacher Training Room

A. Opening Discussions 
    (After Feenberg & Xin, undated: online)
 
All discussion threads must have a moderator. Contextualiza-
tion and monitoring are two basic moderating functions. The 
trainer defines the communication model, makes the basic 
procedural decisions that enable the group to form with some 
confidence that it has a common mission, and checks for con-
formity with the model and the mission in the course of  the 
discussion. (See Appendix 1: Moderating Functions) 

To begin online discussions, the moderator should issue a 
request for some initial communicative act on the part of  the 
participants to involve them in the thread. It is recommend-
ed that teacher trainers instruct BA ELT students to write a 
simple, brief  opening comment about themselves providing 
personal information. Subsequently, topic raisers need to be 
offered on a regular basis to reopen the discussion. Topic rais-
ers need to state a problem and provide the conceptual back-
ground to understanding it so as to bring up responses. 

B. Setting up the Norms
 
It is essential that teacher trainers set an agenda for the discus-
sion to introduce basic concepts in the field; granting trainees 
explicit recognition for their contributions; this will hopefully 
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result in raising topics and summarizing discussions which 
should keep the conversation flowing (a social function) and 
to communicate ideas (a pedagogical function.) Clear rules 
and expectations help relieve communication anxiety and en-
able participation. Such things as the appropriate length of  
comments need to be stated explicitly. The moderator should 
help students relax about their writing, and not to worry too 
much about formatting and spell checking. In ADFs success 
depends on interaction, as a consequence the moderator must 
frame appropriate expectations by offering clear guidelines to 
contributing. Otherwise, participants may assume that all they 
have to do is sign in and read. The moderator must encour-
age participants to become resources for each other. (See Ap-
pendix 2: Some recommendations for managing the on-line 
educational Forum)

C. Setting up the Agenda
 
The agenda should contain a brief  outline of  the process, 
mention the background materials of  the discussion, and de-
scribe a more or less precise schedule indicating when partici-
pants will be expected to discuss these materials. An agenda 
setting message should also contain specific instructions re-
garding tests and dates when assignments are due and similar 
matters of  timing.

In designing an agenda, it is critical not to expect too much 
from participants at first. This is an experience where techni-
cal and social skills are being learned at the same time as an 
academic subject. Thus, it is important to develop a supportive 
environment supplemented where possible with technical as-
sistance for new participants experiencing problems. The pac-
ing of  the course should allow those with early problems to 
catch up. This may require considerable flexibility on the part 
of  the teacher trainer to help Trainees develop their Knowl-
edge/Awareness and Skills (KAS) regarding this type of  learn-
ing approach, more than it is customary in the familiar face-
to-face environment.
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Summary

In conclusion, the use of  ADFs potentially allows trainees to 
establish a social network with opportunities to share knowl-
edge as they sort through their thoughts in an effort to explore 
issues which they wish to address collaboratively. There may 
be great resistance to using this type of  technology, therefore; 
it is necessary to take into consideration that potential par-
ticipants must receive induction and the proper training and 
continuous support during Initial Teacher Training (ITT) to 
successfully exploit this valuable learning resource. 

Teacher trainers must ultimately decide for themselves if  
ADFs will provide suitable for their contexts and needs. 
 

Bibliography 

Australia’s Innovative University (undated:on-line) Teaching On-
line@Macquaria. Available from: http://online.mq.edu.au/pub/CFL-
TOM/. Accessed 19/July/07.

Black, A. (2005). The use of  asynchronous discussion: Creat-
ing a text of  talk [online].  
Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education [Online se-
rial], 5/1. Available from: http://www.citejournal.org/vol5/iss1/
languagearts/article1.cfm

Boud, D., Keogh, R. and Walker, D. (1985) What is reflection 
in learning?  In Boud, D., R. Keogh, and D.Walker (ed.) Reflec-
tion: Turning experience into learning. London: Kogan Page.
Cummings, S. and A. Van Zee (2005) Communities of  Practice 
and Networks: 
Reviewing Two Perspectives on Social Learning [online]. KM4D 
Journal 1/1.

Available from: www.km4dev.org/journal. Accessed 28/May/05
Díaz-Maggioli, G. (2003) Options for Teacher Professional Develop-
ment. [online] English Teaching Forum. 41/2. Available from 



70

Assessment for Learning

  http://exchanges.state.gov/forum/vols/vol41/no2/#top. Accessed 
4/June/05.
Feenberg, A. & C. Xin (undated) A Teacher’s Guide to Moderating 
Online Discussion Forums: From Theory to Practice [on-line]. Avail-
able from: http://www.textweaver.org/modmanual4.htm. Accessed 
18/July/07. 
Gary, J, and L. Remolino (2000) Online Support Groups: Nuts 
and Bolts, Benefits, Limitations and Future Directions [on-line] ERIC 
Digest. Available from: http://www.ericdigests.org/2001-3/nuts.
htm. Accessed 17/Jan/06.
 Markel, S. Technology and Education Online Discussion Fo-
rums: It’s in the Response[online]. Available from: http://www.
westga.edu/~distance/ojdla/summer42/markel42.html. 
Accessed 23/July/07. 
Mercer, N. (1995) The Guided Construction of  Knowledge. Clev-
edon: Multilingual 
  Matters. 
Mercer, N. (2000) Words and Minds: How We Use Language 
To Think Together. London: Routledge. 
Rogers, D. and L. Babinski (1999) Breaking Through Isolation with 
New Teacher 
  Groups [online]. Supporting New Teachers. 56/8. Available 
from: 
  http://www.michagan.gov/documents/35 Breaking Through Iso-
lation article 1073307.doc. Accessed 18/Feb/06. 
Salmon, G. (2000) E-Moderating: The Key to Teaching and Learning 
On-Line. London: Kogan Page. 
Stansbury, K. and J. Zimmerman (2002) Smart induction pro-
grams become lifelines for the beginning teacher. Journal of  
Staff  Development. 23/4. Available from: 
  www.NSDC.org. Accessed 18/Feb/06. 
Wenger, E. (1998) Cultivating Communities of  Practice: Learning as 
a Social System [online] 
  Available from: http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/
cop/lss.shtml.
  Accessed 12/Dec/05. 



71

Chapter 3

Using Case Studies in ELT

 

Elizabeth Us Grajales 

“Don’t evaluate yourself  only 
on the basis of  student’s satisfaction.” 

(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

This chapter aims to describe the usefulness of  using case 
studies as a method for assessing our students’ learning. It 
provides some advantages and disadvantages of  using them 
in the teacher training room. The examples were taken mainly 
from an Assessment Diploma designed for BA ELT students 
at University of  Chiapas, Mexico in which assessment is the 
main topic of  the case studies. However, in the last section, 
two more examples are included in which the reader can find 
topics for other kinds of  courses. 

3.1 Case studies as an assessment method

“Case studies are an increasingly popular form of  teaching and 
have an important role in developing skills and knowledge in 
students.” (Davis and Wilcock 2007:1) Case studies are very 
useful because of  the wealth of  practical, real life examples 
that can be used to contextualize theoretical concepts. Educa-
tion considers them to be useful as a pedagogical tool. Simi-
larly, Grant 1997, (cited in Davis and Wilock 2007:2) outlines 
the benefits of  using case studies as “an interactive learning 
strategy, shifting the emphasis from teacher-centred to more 
student-centred activities.”



72

Assessment for Learning

Case studies can increase student motivation and interest 
in their discipline. According to Davis and Wilcock (2007: 2) 
they “allow the application of  theoretical concepts to be dem-
onstrated, thus bridging the gap between theory and practice, 
encourage active learning, provide an opportunity for the de-
velopment of  key skills such as communication, group work 
and problem solving, whilst it increases students’ enjoyment 
of  the topic and hence their desire to learn” . 

Tummons (2005:65) points out that they “can be used 
in a number of  ways…can appear in a range of  formats: a 
single piece of  writing describing a scenario …[where] stu-
dents have to respond to a series of  questions about the case 
study, using the attitudes, knowledge or competencies that 
they have acquired during the programme of  study.” For ex-
ample, a case study for a training course may consist of  a 
description of  an incident that takes place in a typical rel-
evant setting such as: a non-qualified teacher who does not 
know how to be fair assessing his students. Learners go on 
to answer a series of  questions relating to assessment theory, 
teaching and learning problems. A set of  examples of  case 
studies is shown below: 

3.2 Examples of  cases for teacher training
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As we can see in these examples, learners need to dem-
onstrate their knowledge, skills and awareness not only about 
assessment theory but also about their beliefs in teaching and 
learning. McDonough and McDonough (1997:204) state that 
“the case study offers a fascinating and detailed insight into 
a student’s language development as he attempts to express 
complex arguments.” In the examples above learners need 
to have a good command of  writing skills to quote authors 
and to be able to effectively support their ideas. According 
to Tummons (2005:65) “the marking of  such case studies 
will depend on how the questions are constructed: questions 
that require essay-style answer will provide the students with 
more opportunities to demonstrate deep levels of  knowledge 



74

Assessment for Learning

and understanding, but they may be difficult to mark…” Al-
though case studies are highly authentic forms of  assessment 
because they ensure validity, they are subjective when grad-
ing. 

3.3 The benefits and drawbacks of  using case studies

Table 8 illustrates the advantages of  using this technique to 
assess student’s learning. 

Table 9 presents some problems that both students and teach-
ers may face when implementing this technique in the training 
room. 
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In order to illustrate how to grade a case study, an example 
from case study 3 (Mary’s situation) is presented. Trainees 
were given case study 3 in a course. They had two weeks to 
individually carry out the task. 

3.4 Assessment criteria

Learners read the case and were explained each criterion in 
order to know what they were expected to report in an essay. 
They were also given the assessment criteria shown below: 
The essay…

1. Follows instructions and addresses all parts of  the task

2. Offers well founded personal interpretations and insights

3. Is organised in a structured and reader-friendly manner

4. Includes bibliographical references

5. Has few errors of  vocabulary and grammar 

According to Moon (2002:17), assessment criteria are 
“statements that indicate…the quality of  performance that 
will show that the learner has reached a particular standard 
which is reflected in the learning outcome.” That is why learn-
ers knew what they were expected to do. A sample of  how a 
learner carried out Mary’s case and how she took into account 
the criteria to write her essay is shown below.
  
Learner A

This case study is based on Mary’s problems because she is an English 
teacher who works for the Anglo Mexican School; therefore Mary has 
been having problems with parents because she designed an achievement 
test also she used product assessment. Rowntree say that it is where teachers 
can see the product to assess; it could be a piece of  a test or writing; it can 
be objective or subjective. 
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Many of  the students failed it, then parents disagreed with the results 
so they said that the teacher missed a lot of  classes and she assessed content 
of  the programme that she did not teach; I think Mary’s instrument is 
reliable because it show bad results to the whole group.

She have some believes that affect her way of  thinking because when 
she said that some students don’t deserve to pass that’s not reliable because 
she is taking into account her believes. For the other hand the principal 
could think that it is necessary to pass the students in order to avoid to 
loss credibility because he hires the teacher. 

One alternative way to assess her students in a fair way is by design a 
exam witch contain what she actually teach during the course and also let 
the students do a peer-assessment task in witch students are put into the 
role of  assessors of  their own or other´s role...(Moon,2002). In this way 
let them reflect about what they really deserve and also grade through the 
tasks what she should grade since the beginning of  the course.

We can notice that the learner carried out the task using 
her own experience, knowledge and beliefs on assessment, 
learning and teaching. She has her own style and competence 
in writing and defending her arguments. Although she used 
bibliographical reference, she faced serious problems with 
quoting, citation and language. Her essay went from descrip-
tive to few parts of  founded interpretation. 

3.5 Ideas for topics in case studies
In the following section there is a case study addressed to train-
ers of  a Med Programme where participants were instructed 
to post contributions in an online forum. 

Case study 4: A CASE for THE TRAINER

Situation

A group of  initial trainees finds it very difficult to get the 
grips of  the appropriate methodologies with which to involve 
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students in speaking and writing interactively. Mario, their 
trainer, has been trying with demonstration lessons, videos of  
classes and reading tasks to interest them, but without much 
success so far.

What should Mario do?

You are Mario’s colleague. If  you could persuade Mario to 
try other activities in his training sessions, it would make your 
work easier in the following years of  the course. You also be-
lieve that trainees need to know something about ‘communi-
cative’ activities. Your head of  department has asked you to 
trouble shoot.

Here are some questions to help you get started:

1. Why do you think Mario is using the activities he is doing?

2. What strategies would you use if  you were teaching Mario’s 
group? 

3. What could you do to ‘break the ice’ and get him into dis-
cuss training methods?

4. What resources would you show him, if  any? Why?

5. What practical suggestions do you have for assisting Ma-
rio?

WRITE YOUR RESPONSES IN THE DISCUSSION 
FORUM ENTITLED ‘MARIO’S PROBLEM’

(After Wright, 2004)

This case provides opportunities where learners can debate 
over the role of  teaching and learning, design activities, ex-
plore beliefs about communicative approaches, among other 
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issues. We do not know if  the teacher will grade the quality of  
contributions or he will just take into account the times that 
students participated in the forum.

Case Study 5: Homero’s problem
 
Situation:

Homero is a lawyer with a good command of  English. He is 
not planning any studies in the foreseeable future. However, 
there are very few advanced English courses for him to enroll 
in. He would like to improve his English and to socialize with 
other learners in a course; and his law firm will sometimes 
send representatives to England or the United States for short 
courses about topics such as negotiation or comparative legal 
systems. He wants to “stay in shape”, especially as the firm 
chooses those associates who have shown evidence of  interest 
in improving their English.

                     (DIP-TESP, 2003:43)

What should Homero do?

You work at the Harmon Hall School as the English Coor-
dinator. He wants to know what kind of  course could be ap-
propriate for his needs. He cannot study English on weekdays 
because he is always busy. He requests an interview to enroll 
in one of  the courses offered at your school.

Here are some ideas to help you:

Name of  the course, length, aims, learning outcomes, content, 
and teaching resource. 

(Work with a partner and design a course for his needs. Present 
it to the whole group justifying your answers from literature) 

This case can be used for designing syllabuses in ESP. Students 
need to integrate what they have learnt in other courses to 
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fulfill the tasks. It provides opportunities for group work and 
encourages higher order thinking. Teachers can adapt situa-
tions since they can be written in particular contexts which are 
relevant to the particular learner in the Mexican or Chiapas 
context.

Summary

We have commented on the usefulness of  case studies as 
pedagogical tools or strategies which provide insight into the 
context of  a problem. We have also illustrated some advantag-
es and disadvantages of  using them as an alternative method 
in English Language Teaching. Learners can be motivated to 
carry them out because they need to be and feel involved in 
solving the case. However, some learners may not like them 
because they involve more student centered tasks. Case studies 
allow English teachers to present students with real issues such 
as: problems in designing materials, poor level of  competence 
in students, discipline problems, among others. Although it 
takes time to mark or grade them objectively, they are very 
useful to encourage learning. 
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Chapter 4

The Value of  Using Dialogue
Journals in the Classroom

Esther Gómez Morales   

“Learning is a step-by-step building
block activity-it is organic, a process

that requires time for recycling and assimilation.” 
(Hockly, 2000:122)

Overview

Using a dialogue journal in the language classroom is a valu-
able experience because of  the numerous benefits it pro-

vides. There are many ways to use dialogue journals or written 
conversations. In this chapter, we will start with a definition of  
this alternative method of  assessment and provide an explana-
tion of  what a dialogue journal includes. Then, we will explore 
the value of  using it in the classroom. Finally, we will extend 
our comprehension of  using dialogue journals through some 
examples and we will provide guidelines for marking dialogue 
journals. 

4.1 What is it?

Peyton (2000:2) defines dialogue journals as “written conversa-
tions in which a learner and a teacher (or other writing partner) 
communicate regularly (daily, weekly, or on a schedule that fits 
the educational setting) over a school year, or course”. This is a 
broad definition because it states that communication can take 
place not only between a teacher and a student but also among 
students by means of  two (peer dialogue journal). Moreover, 
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this exchange of  ideas, thoughts, concerns, feelings, learning 
processes and more can be carried out at different periods of  
time according to the needs of  the class or the requirements 
of  a particular course or school. 

According to Strever (1997:24), dialogue journals are 
“written conversations in which students regularly write en-
tries in a notebook to the teacher about topics of  their choice, 
and the teacher writes back to them, responding to the topic 
or issue discussed. This exchange continues throughout the 
school year and is confined to the two people involved: the 
teacher and the student.” It is important to highlight that this 
written conversation can be accomplished through different 
means. That is to say, it can be in a notebook, as the above 
definition states, or teachers and students can be encouraged 
to extend these principles to weblogs, also called email dialogue 
journals. They can create a strong sense of  community in which 
students can assume active roles as participants. This kind of  
writing will be a more informal and less organized way of  writ-
ing, but not a disorganized piece of  it.

Peyton and Reed (1990:6) describe dialogue journals as 
“a place to practice personal expressive writing; an individ-
ual record of  educational experience; a writing workshop; a 
technique to reflect upon experience to give it deeper mean-
ing.” As is shown in this definition and in the previous ones, 
students can write about a variety of  issues that are relevant 
to them. The process is simple, one partner initiates a journal 
(initiator) and the other partner responds to it (responder), 
this way two journals are constructed simultaneously. Each 
writer is free to begin a conversation on any topic of  per-
sonal and mutual interest. A key part in dialogue journals or 
written conversations is that each partner will acknowledge 
elements of  the topic and comment upon it. This way, op-
portunity is provided for both sides to remain interactive in 
a continuous way. 

It is important to mention that at all times students need 
to be encouraged to write creatively. At the beginning of  the 
course it is vital to start writing the dialogue journal in class, 
then in time, it is possible to ask students to write it at home 
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and bring it the next class. Next, a variety of  topics students 
can write about will be presented.

4.2 What do dialogue journals include?

It is important to give meaningful tasks, topics that are self-
motivating and provide opportunities for constructive learn-
ing. Students are invited to write as much as they choose on a 
wide variety of  topics, genres and styles. Here are some ideas:

Records of  thoughts, feelings, moods and experiences

Personal reactions, concerns and giving opinions

Descriptions of  events, people and places

Worries, happiness, needs, interests or sharing informa-
tion

Questions students want to be answered by the teachers 
or classmates

Responding to stimulus such as a piece of  text, video, 
audiotape or photographs

Personal, family or academic concerns and interests

Work related issues

Topics of  student’s choice

Students should write in a style that they feel comfortable 
with but legibly, they do not need to worry about formal lan-
guage conventions. It is important that teachers encourage 
students to take risks and explore new things, as a result they 
will write freely, expressively and openly. Teachers may de-
vote part of  a lesson to invite students to write in the class-

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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room. It is advisable to devote class time to allow them to 
internalize the procedures with guidance. As the course goes 
by, teachers can assign an entry as a take home assignment 
and then the teacher or another student can respond to it at a 
later time. This guidance will help students develop a deeper 
understanding of  the importance of  using dialogue journals. 
A possible procedure is to give students a mini lesson by 
writing an entry on the board and then asking students to 
respond to it in writing. The importance of  student engage-
ment in a conversation with another student through dia-
logue journals relies on cooperative learning, due to the fact 
that students benefit because they have the opportunity to 
get to know each other and bond with other classmates. An-
other important issue is the length of  writing. Peyton (2000) 
suggests that at the beginning of  the course the teacher can 
set a minimum of  words and later on the amount of  words 
will be decided on by the students. The most advisable thing 
to do is to have a session with students and talk about dia-
logue journals, how they feel about writing them, what are 
their beliefs and expectations and explore the benefits of  us-
ing them as a means of  communication. 

It is also advisable to use dialogue journals on a continu-
ous basis and as a regular part of  the curriculum, but the 
frequency of  use will depend on school regulations or the 
decisions students and teachers make at the beginning of  
the course. What is really important is to respond to jour-
nals in a timely and consistent fashion and with an open 
and responsive attitude. Moreover responses should be non-
threatening, open-minded and considerate of  individual stu-
dent writers. In order to write suitable responses teachers 
can consider responding to a number of  journals at random 
rather than the entire class at once. This will help teachers 
prevent from losing the care and thought needed to make 
them valuable for all parties. The teachers will respond ac-
commodating the responses to the students’ language pro-
ficiency level, even if  it is minimal. Teachers can write a 
simple greeting, some comments and a question; this will 
give students some modeling of  appropriate writing rules. 
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The focus on dialogue journal interaction is on communi-
cation rather than form. The teacher as well as the student 
writes as a participant in a conversation. The language input 
from the teachers should be slightly above the students’ lin-
guistic competence and the motivation to read the teacher’s 
response will keep students motivated. This intensive inter-
action with language is bound to improve students’ language 
skills over a period of  time. 

4.3 Why are dialogue journals valuable?

Dialogue journals are effective means for reflection as they 
create an opportunity to be reflective about students’ expe-
riences. Reflection involves analysis of  attitudes and beliefs 
which affect decision-making and actions. Moon (2004:82) 
comments that people generally reflect “in order to achieve 
an outcome or for some purpose […] it is often a process of  
re-organizing knowledge and emotional orientations in order 
to achieve further insights.” One should be open to consider 
alternative viewpoints and recognize the possibility of  change. 
Reflection and experiential learning are vital concepts in learn-
ing and teaching, one supports the other. Experiential learn-
ing, according to Saddington (1992) in Moon (2004:109), “is 
a process in which an experience is reflected upon and then 
transferred into concepts which in turn become guidelines 
for new experiences.” Moreover, dialogue journals promote 
meaningful learning and help students effectively acquire tar-
get information. 

The following table illustrates some of  the advantages and 
the disadvantages of  using dialogue journals. It is important 
to mention that they are not in order of  importance as the 
value of  using them relies on both parties: the teacher and the 
student.
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As it is shown in the table there can be more advantages 
than disadvantages in using dialogue journals, of  course this 
will depend on the context in which they are being used. Every 
classroom has its own culture, therefore teachers and students 
can benefit in different ways. One of  the most valuable advan-
tages of  using dialogue journals is that teachers and students 
communicate often and this exchange provides feedback to 
both teachers and students not only on learning but also on 
different aspects of  their lives. In the following section of  this 
chapter some examples of  dialogue journals are presented.

4.4 What do dialogue journals look like?

Students usually use a notebook of  their preference to write 
dialogue journals. The decision is up to them. Some students 
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give the notebook a personal touch by decorating it. When 
students use weblogs they use funny icons (☻, ) to make it 
even more personal. On some occasions, I instruct students 
to write about a particular topic, nevertheless, learners wrote 
not only about the topic but also about their worries, concerns 
and other issues. 

The following examples come from my students enrolled 
in the BA in ELT Program. They were taking English II in 
2006. 

How do you feel about writing journals?

Well, first I want to say “hello teacher”, second I explain 
this question, well, I think this is a good exercise for meet 
something about us, but for me I don’t like because I don’t a 
good writer but, this is something that I can do it. The class 
for me is very relaxing. I don’t feel pressure for work with 
my classmates. I like the class, I like the way you teach, it’s 
dynamic and we ca work. The journal is part of  the class and 
it’s a different way to teach, it’s OK, because the teacher near 
to your students. I hope improve with my writing, for me 
you are a good teacher. We can participate with your help.

Diana
Diana’s verbatim

As it is shown in the example there are mistakes that 
interfere with the intended message, sometimes as teachers 
we feel the urge to correct those mistakes but we should 
avoid direct correction as this is not the purpose of  dialogue 
journals. Dialogue journals consider mistakes as a process 
of  learning, as a sign that tells the teacher that the students 
are learning and moving forward in the process of  learning 
a language. Correction can take place in a more covert way. 
Teachers can collect common mistakes and talk about them 
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in a class. There are other times when students themselves 
ask you “Teacher, how did I write?” then teachers can take 
the opportunity to help raise awareness regarding specific 
mistakes. 

The following two examples illustrate the way students in-
teract with the teacher. It is a two-way communication where 
the students asked the teacher questions. 

Share something that is important to you

Today I’m very tired, I don’t know why, maybe is my rou-
tine of  all days.
I know it’s really hard for me in my condition but I do the 
best.
I hope my body helps me to finish the semester because I 
don’t want to loose it. My question is a teacher or in this 
case ‘living’ in the UNACH… I know you have your life! 
But you love to teach … or why you decide to be a teacher 
or study English? 
I know you are a good teacher and the people say that you 
are very hard but I say that you are the best. 
Thank you to teach me how can I be a good teacher.

Bety
Note: Bety’s verbatim

As the above example illustrates, the student is concerned 
about failing the semester. She was pregnant at that time and 
needed a great deal of  support to deal with the different as-
pects of  her life. Then, she moves away and reflects on what 
being a teacher implies – how teachers combine work and 
their daily lives.
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Share something that is important to you

Hello Teacher!!

I’m sorry these days were very boring for me. I don’t know 
why but I think that I’m nervous for the next exam. I feel 
it so difficult I don’t know why. I promise you that the next 
exam I will pass although my mark will be 6.

Your class is interesting but sometimes when I participate 
I’m nervous.

Adriana
Note: Adriana’s verbatim

The above writing shows evidence of  the student’s concern 
about failing the next exam; she is also determined to pass it. 
As teachers, it is important to take advantage of  the situation 
and ask students about their study skills and the strategies they 
use to learn so we can give them some advice. 

The following was quite a challenge because I did not know 
anything about the topic therefore I had to look for informa-
tion in order to answer my student’s question.
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English                             28th Sep            

J. Miguel Gtz

Some weeks ago, I was trying to understand how a com-
puter can emulate the human behavior. I found, through 
many hours of  searching with different BOT programs 
(a BOT is a program which try to answer like a human 
does to a great variety of  questions), that the complexity 
of  behavior depends directly of  the program character or 
personality.

A BOT can answer “fine, thanks” if  the question “how 
are you?” is asked, or something like “just great, and you?” 
‘cause those are semantic and logic questions. If  the com-
puter or the BOT answers “the rain is kind of  cold and trees 
are green”, that doesn’t seem to have sense at all. Two pos-
sible reasons for this are:
1. The program likes of  doing jokes.
2. There is a malfunction in the system.

Whatever the reason is, the BOT still depends of  the pro-
grammer. The question will be:
Can a BOT emulate personality?

Note: J. Miguel’s verbatim

Students eagerly wait for their teacher’s response, there-
fore it is worth taking three principles into account when 
writing responses to students’ dialogue journals. Teachers can 
adopt Race’s (2001) suggestions. First, teachers should select 
words carefully, thus they encourage learners and build up 
students’ confidence. Second, teachers should respond to dia-
logue journals as soon as possible otherwise students will feel 
discouraged and unmotivated. Third, students are unique and 
have their own peculiarities; therefore, teachers should show 
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interest in students’ writings taking into account their needs, 
personality and learning styles. 

Finally, we will focus on the marking criteria for dialogue 
journals. A very important issue teachers need to keep in mind 
is that dialogue journals are not meant to assess students’ writ-
ing skills. Nevertheless, it is also important to find ways to 
assess students’ products (dialogue journals). Students eagerly 
expect their teacher’s response, and, because dialogue journals 
are just one element of  the way students will be assessed in a 
course, an evaluation criteria needs to be followed. Our Mexi-
can Educational System favors norm referencing criterion, this 
is reflected in the LEI programs where dialogue journals rep-
resent 10% out of  100% of  the students’ final mark, therefore 
the importance of  establishing a marking criterion must be 
reached. According to Merricks (2002:162), “assessment con-
tributes to the learning process only when learners and teach-
ers share an understanding of  the purposes of  the assessment 
and the criteria for marking and grading”. 

The Marking Panel Workshop was the means to discuss the 
way dialogue journals can be assessed. As was mentioned pre-
viously, teachers should avoid correction in dialogue journals 
therefore it was thought important to ask students to present a 
final product. After writing a certain number of  entries in the 
journal the teacher can instruct students to write a final piece 
of  writing that will be assessed and marked with a grade. An 
example can be: 

Revise your dialogue journal and write the last entry to your teacher (200 
words). Select the two entries you like the most and say why you particu-
larly liked them. Then, add two different topics you would like to talk 
about in future dialogue journals and explain why you would like to 
include them.

Other possibilities:

Write about your experience in writing dialogue journals (200 words). 
Do you enjoy writing them? Why? Why not? What did you personally 
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learn about writing dialogue journals? What are some of  the problems 
you face when writing them.

What has been the most challenging issue you have to overcome when 
writing dialogue journals? Why has it been a challenge for you? Thinking 
ahead, as a future teacher, do you think dialogue journals can benefit stu-
dents? How? Write your last entry to your teacher in about 200 words. 

Students can even quote from their dialogue journals and ex-
press their feelings, emotions and how much they have learnt 
or changed through the use of  dialogue journals. Teachers may 
even instruct students to reflect on their personal experiences 
in using this two-way communication. 

In the following section of  this chapter the suggested 
marking criteria taken from the PET Handbook (2003) will be 
presented. Writing regulations, language and full realization of  
the task were taken into consideration:

All content elements covered appropriately (full realiza-
tion of  the task)

Message clearly communicated to reader (sense of  audi-
ence)

A well-developed piece of  writing, controlled of  language 
(structure and vocabulary) with few minor errors

Format consistently appropriate to the purpose

Well organized and coherent

Offers well-founded personal interpretations and in-
sights

Effective use of  punctuation and capitalization

Writing regulations, language and full realization of  the task 
need to be taken into consideration. There are other schemes 
but the following mark scheme is suggested.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Summary

In conclusion, it is important to mention that dialogue jour-
nals have proved to be a valuable alternative method of  assess-
ment if  they are carried out properly. Teachers and students 
can benefit greatly in many different ways. Teachers are able 
to get to know their students much better, students feel more 
motivated as they freely express their ideas, both parties learn 
new things (the example from Miguel and BOT), opportuni-
ties for reflection, students become more competent writers 
and readers in time. It is possible to go on but I would really 
like you to discover all the benefits for yourself !
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Chapter 5

Using essays to assess students’ performance

 

Irma Dolores Núñez y Bodegas       

“Acknowledge your personality”

(Brookfield, 1990)             

Overview

This chapter aims to illustrate what an essay is and the gen-
eral types of  scoring for it. Firstly we will provide a defini-

tion of  what essays are; what are the benefits of  writing them; 
what are the different purposes of  writing essays; the orga-
nization of  the kinds of  essays assigned to BA students of  
the Licenciatura en la Enseñanza del Inglés, together with different 
guidelines to mark them and lastly an example of  a student’s 
paper including the mark and feedback given.

5.1 What is an essay?

An essay is a piece of  writing, usually from an author’s per-
sonal point of  view. An essay is a short piece of  writing that 
discusses, describes or analyzes one topic. It can discuss a sub-
ject directly or indirectly, seriously or humorously. It can de-
scribe personal opinions, or just report information. An essay 
can be written from any perspective, but essays are most com-
monly written in the first person (I), or third person (subjects 
that can be substituted with the he, she, it, or they pronouns). 
(Asma, 2007)
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Fab and Durant (1993: 1) mention that ‘input’ in literary 
studies is largely made up of  what you read and how you read 
it. But that “the assessed ‘output’ consists of  writing – wheth-
er this takes the form of  short written answers to prescribed 
questions (as in examinations) or of  extended coursework es-
says, dissertations or thesis”. Next they say that your success 
in reading is invisible to others unless you also know how to 
write. 

5.2 What are the benefits?

Brown and Knight (1994: 6) state that essays “tend to be 
ballasted with information and copious references to stock 
sources. Marks are largely awarded for what the learner makes 
of  that knowledge, yet this is definitely the minor part of  the 
essay.” Tummons (2005: 63), points out that “essays allow stu-
dents to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of  
the subject matter, demonstrate a range of  study skills, such 
as academic writing, problem-solving and original thinking”. 
However, one of  the issues is that both teachers and students 
have different conceptions for essays. Another issue is that 
learners are not used to quoting and citing authors which leads 
them to commit plagiarism.

“Essays allow for student individuality and expression, 
they can reflect the depth of  student learning, Essay-writ-
ing is a measure of  students’ written style. However, it is 
very much an art in itself, they take a great deal of  time to 
mark objectively, they take time to write.” (Brown, Race & 
Smith 2001: 56-57)

Many students do not know how to choose a title or topic, 
how to write an introduction or present the thesis statement; 
each of  which presents an idea to support the thesis together 
with supporting evidence and quotations; and a conclusion, 
which restates the thesis and summarizes the supporting 
points (Asma 2007). 
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5.3 What’s the purpose of  writing essays?

The first purpose of  essay writing is for the students to dem-
onstrate that they are familiar with the basic material which 
makes up the subject. Secondly they also have to demonstrate 
that they know how to argue a case. Arguing a case involves 
the following four stages:

- identifying a problem or issue in a given area;

- establishing competing points of  view associated with the 
issue identified;

- presenting evidence in support of  and against various posi-
tions which might be taken up with regard to the issue;

- reaching a conclusion consistent with the evidence and ar-
guments you have presented.

5.4 What’s the organization of  an essay ASSIGNMENTS?

The introduction to an essay of  limited words (i.e. 2000) as is 
the case in our universities, is a reflection of  the competency 
of  study skills because it reveals the structure of  the piece of  
writing to follow. It should contextualize the title within the 
wider arena of  the subject and then narrow it down to the 
specific topic. It is advisable to:

a) introduce the general context within which your topic is 
located;

b) introduce your topic;

c) introduce the specific focus of  your topic. What is the 
question you are hoping to answer? Which theorists will 
you rely on?
Finally, put in your thesis statement (a sentence which 
states the central idea of  an essay) or structural sentences 
in which you tell the reader how you will answer and in 
what order you will deal with issues raised. 



98

Assessment for Learning

d) Then you are free to follow that order, and reflect it in 
section headings.

Common problems with introductions

What follows are the most common problems introductions 
might present:

a) They are long thesis statements

b) There is a bit of  a thesis statement and then other bits 
keep re-appearing in the body at the start of  a new section. 
This interrupts the narrative flow. Put it at the beginning 
and then indicate to the reader in ‘transitional statements´ 
when you are leaving one area of  discussion and moving 
to another.

c) No contextualization so the reader does not know where 
you are in the scheme of  intellectual enquiry generally

d) No thesis statement

e) The thesis statement promises things which are not deliv-
ered.

Conclusions

What to remember when writing a conclusion:

1. No piece of  writing is ever complete without a conclusion. 
Readers need to know that a piece of  writing is ending and 
that the text has been appropriately rounded off.

2. Remember that what you have already said in the body 
of  the essay may not be obvious to your reader so these 
points should be referred to again clearly.
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3. So, in order to write an effective conclusion, always return 
to the title in your mind. Ask yourself:

Have I answered the question?

In what way?

Is there actually an answer?

Review the main issues you have raised and evaluate them 
with possible recommendations, justification, personal opin-
ion or prediction. Do not introduce any major new ideas at 
this point.

5.5 What kind of  tips would be useful for essays?

Gauntlett (2001: 5) has a collection of  tips of  how to write an 
essay. He recommends learners to take them into account and 
turn them into a lovely mobile to hang above the bed. The tips 
are shown below:

•
•
•

We consider these tips very useful for writing an essay and 
for knowing assessment criteria to assess student’s assign-
ments. 
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5.6 How can essays be scored?

There are two general types of  scoring to choose from: ‘holis-
tic and analytic’. Holistic marking is where a single impression 
mark is given for overall quality. This is basically what teach-
ers do when they assign number or letter grades to students’ 
tests, such as compositions. Holistic scores represent teachers’ 
overall impressions and judgments. They are not very useful in 
guiding teaching and learning because they provide no detailed 
information about specific aspects of  performance. 

Holistic evaluation is obviously to be preferred where the 
primary concern is with evaluating the communicative effec-
tiveness of  candidates’ writing, but it can not be preferred 
when a different subject (sociolinguistics, discourse analysis. 
etc.) than just writing is being evaluated. 

In analytic scoring, different components or features of  
the students’ responses are given separate scores (spelling, 
grammar, organization and punctuation might be scored sepa-
rately). The scoring categories included in an analytic system 
should reflect instructional objectives and plans. Determin-
ing levels of  performance for each category generally reflects 
teachers’ expectations. Analytic schemes have been found to 
be particularly useful with markers who are relatively inexpe-
rienced is mentioned by Weir (1990) who also states that they 
are devised to make the assessment more objective because 
they describe the qualities which an essay is expected to ex-
hibit.   

Tribble (1997) comments that the role of  a teacher as ex-
aminer is an important issue and that it is worth reminding 
ourselves of  the following basic principles of  testing: validity, 
reliability and practicality, when taking the role of  examiners. 

5.7 Example of  a STUDENT’S ESSAY

In Appendix 3: A student’s essay, there is an example of  an es-
say (Discourse Analysis subject) written by a student of  the 8th 
Semester of  the BA, together with the feedback given to him. 
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The two tasks chosen, from the ones (4) given by the 
teacher to discuss in the essay, were the following:

Task 1 - The characteristic grammatical 
    features of  the genre narrative. 

The text chosen by the student, ‘The Ibo Landing Story´ lends 
itself  to examine the different elements that are commonly 
found in normal narratives: abstract, orientation, complicating 
event, resolution and codas (not always present). The charac-
teristic grammatical features of  this genre and the different 
markers used for complicating events, openers and time mark-
ers, were also given as marked in the task

Task 4 – An authentic text which is an 
    example of  a relevant genre for students.

Identification of  its generic structure, comments on char-
acteristic lexical features and interpersonal aspects of  the 
text. Here what the student chose was to analyze a letter of  
complaint considering the generic structure (functional orga-
nization/sequence), the related grammatical and lexical sig-
nals, characteristic lexical features of  this genre and lastly the 
stylistic choices.

The marking guide chosen to assign a score to this essay 
was the one designed by Mugford (2002) (Appendix 4: Guide-
lines for grading) because it is the one that takes into consid-
eration most of  the indications given to the students before 
writing the essay. The student got a 9, out of  10 because he did 
not write a conclusion to show a summary of  what he wrote 
(Appendix 4-point 9) and maybe in it he could have included 
what mentioned in number 3: ‘Practical application of  back-
ground reading to the classroom’

 In Appendix 5: Marking Scheme, there is another as-
sessment scale for written work that was adapted by Trib-
ble (1997) for use with adult learners on a report writing 
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course. In it five major aspects of  a piece of  written work 
are evaluated: Task fulfillment/content, organization, vo-
cabulary, language and mechanics. Each aspect is accompa-
nied by explicit descriptors of  what is meant by the differ-
ent band-scales. What Tribble (op.cit) says is that it might 
help learners to see where they are doing well and where 
they have problems. He also expresses that the system is 
extremely flexible and what can be considered more impor-
tant is that individual teachers, or groups of  teachers in a 
school, can develop their own band-scales to suit local or 
national needs.

In Appendix 6: Essay Assessment Checklist, another 
scale for written work is included. It was devised by the aca-
demic writing teacher of  the BA of  the Language School in 
Tapachula. As this scale is meant to assess academic writ-
ing, then, different aspects from the ones included in the as-
sessment checklist (Appendix 4: Guidelines for grading) for 
the discourse analysis essay, are considered. It is given more 
importance to language like: sentence structure, grammar, 
vocabulary and mechanics (spelling, capitalization, punctua-
tion).

It is not possible to use the same band scale to give a mark 
to all types of  essays. In the guideline for grading in Appendix 
4, the teachers are more interested in what the students have 
learned about the specific subject than what concerns gram-
mar, vocabulary, etc. The last two scales (Appendixes 5 and 6) 
are appropriate to mark the students’ writing ability. 

Summary

Essays are common assessment method for assessing students’ 
learning, but one of  the main problems that students face is 
how to prepare, organize and present them. Writing is a com-
plex skill which requires analysis and competence of  language 
to master. That is why in this paper we do not only include 
how to mark them but also intend to define what essays are 
and how to write a good one. 
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Chapter 6

Learning Logs as a Useful Technique

 

Gloria del Carmen Corzo Arévalo        

“Realise that you have a strong influence”
(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

This paper intends to share the experience of  using learn-
ing logs at the Language Teaching Programme. Firstly, 

a definition about learning logs is given and then how their 
usage contributes to learners and trainers. Secondly, their ad-
vantages and their disadvantages are explained according to 
author’s experience in the training room, followed by how 
they could be used as an assessment method, and the as-
sessment criteria regarding the UNACH Language School. 
Finally, the reflections of  some samples of  the learning logs 
are shown. 

In spite of  the fact that learning logs can also be kept on 
computer devices as part of  e-assessment which can help or 
hinder the work done by students and teachers, in this chap-
ter logs are focused in the training context using small note-
books. 

6.1 Learning Logs as learning tools

A learning log is a log or record or journal of  your own learn-
ing. It does not have to be a formal writing. It is a personal 
record of  your own learning. It is a document which is unique 
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to you and cannot be right or wrong. A learning log helps you 
record, structure, reflect, plan, develop and evidence your own 
learning. It is not just to record what you have done during a 
week or a day, but a record of  what you have learnt, tried, and 
reflected upon. (Brookfield: 1990). 

Some authors have experienced working with learning logs 
and they define them as follows.

According to Graves (2000), Learning logs are records 
kept by the students about what they are learning, where they 
feel they are making progress, and what they plan to do to 
continue making progress.

Regarding Brown, (2003), they are dialogues between stu-
dent and trainer; they afford a unique opportunity for a teacher 
to offer various kinds of  feedback to learners.

Jordan (1994) adds that “learner diaries can inform the tu-
tors of  the items that students enjoyed, found difficult, did not 
understand, etc., sometimes with reasons given”.

According to my previous experience of  using learn-
ing logs, I can say that, they can be used as a tool to help 
students as well as trainers to become more aware of  their 
learning progress. The following section will describe such 
process.

6.2 The effectiveness of  Logs 

The recordings of  learning help develop learners’ skills to be-
come more reflective; therefore to become more self  – aware, 
self  critical, and honest about one’s own learning, more open 
to criticism and feedback, more objective and more motivated 
to improve learning.

These skills are very important for both learners and train-
ers. The learners reflect more on their learning progress. Some 
learners will get more out of  engaging in the process of  pro-
ducing a Learning Log than other people will. Research has 
found that reflection can help people to change. For example 
the learners can go from:
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Reactive to reflective

Unskilled communicators to skilled communicators

Impulsive to diplomatic

Intolerant to tolerant

Doing to thinking

Being descriptive to analytical

Accepting questioning

(Miller et al. 1994)

In addition, trainers have the opportunity to get to know 
their learners better. The Logs may also guide the trainers’ les-
sons, therefore if  something that had been prepared to be car-
ried out in the lesson but did not go as expected by the train-
ers, the Learning Logs could be the key for them to become 
aware of  it which may provide educators with the opportunity 
to make adjustments which will allow the tasks to be more 
successful. They may also help trainers be aware of  the prog-
ress of  their own teaching. This may be a way of  giving and 
receiving friendly and positive feedback between the trainer 
and the learner.

6.3 Advantages and disadvantages
      of  using Learning Logs

Advantages
They offer opportunities for learners to write freely with-
out undue concern for grammaticality.

They help learners become more aware of  how they 
learn, what language activities they enjoy and do not en-
joy and their emotional / cognitive processes.

They help learners reflect on their feelings and emotions 
towards their learning process.

•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

•
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They can lead to a dialogue with the quietest learner who 
is usually afraid of  talking loudly in the lessons.

They allow teachers to know what the learners weakness-
es and strengths are, making it easier to deal with them.

They offer a unique opportunity for teachers to provide 
various kinds of  feedback to learners.

Disadvantages

They could be time consuming to check.

Not every learner is as mature enough to really express 
their feelings towards their learning process.

Some learners might find it difficult to reflect on their 
learning experiences.

Learners might get tired of  recording their feelings or 
emotions, therefore some learners do not always grow 
concerning their learning process.

(Tummons, 2005:65 and Marking Panel, 2006)

6.4 Learning logs as an assessment method

Learning Logs could be a very useful assessment tool, due to 
the fact that they record learning, experience and reflection. 
They help to gain a deeper understanding of  the processes of  
learning, reflection and experience as they happen in learners 
over a period of  time.

Learning Logs could be structured in many ways, de-
pending on the topic being studied and the length of  time 
over which the logging continues. The questions to complete 
these logs are set by the trainer, sometimes relying on a syl-
labus, other times relying on individual criteria. Logs can be 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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done weekly, or when a significant event occurs within les-
sons.

Every time a learner writes in a learning log it provides them 
with an opportunity for them to reflect on the extent to which 
their learning objective has been achieved. They may find that 
their main objective has been achieved quickly, and then set a 
new one or they may also find that it has been partially achieved 
and set new action points. However, the learner may find that 
the objective has not been achieved and have to change their 
action plan; but this is all part of  the learning experience ev-
ery learner goes through. At the end of  the experience, most 
learners usually reflect on the whole learning process and the 
degree to which objectives have been accomplished. According 
to Cottrel (2003), it is a synthetic reflection that allows a learner 
to appreciate the links between their recent personal experi-
ences and the bigger picture. Finally, new objectives are set, in 
relation to life-long-learning and personal goals.

6.5 How learning logs were set in the lessons.

On the first day of  classes the students are asked to have a 
small notebook to be used to record their learning experi-
ences, feelings and thoughts concerning their learning. This 
notebook must be small and easy to carry. 

The logs contain questions such as:

What have you learned?

What has been significant for you and why?

What has not been significant for you and why?

How can you improve for next time?

The learners are asked to answer these questions not one by 
one but in paragraph form. Such information (the answers to 
the previous questions), should be completed every two weeks 
or every time they consider it convenient to do so. 

•

•
•
•
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The learning logs are more likely to be completed on Fri-
days, maybe fifteen minutes before the lesson finishes, so the 
learners feel more comfortable recording their experiences 
rather than having to do it for homework. Another reason to 
do them on a Friday is for the trainer to have more time to 
review them and write the feedback.

6.5.1 The Tuxtla Language School, UNACH

The Autonomous University of  Chiapas has a faculty of  Lan-
guages which offers an English Teaching Major (LEI). It has 
been offered for ten years, so it is not very old. There are usu-
ally thirty students in each class. According to the LEI sylla-
bus, the first semesters of  English as a Foreign Language (1 to 
3) are divided into two groups to provide trainees with more 
attention which means that there are usually fifteen students 
in each group. 

According to the LEI syllabus, the value given to the logs 
is 10%. The following section explains and gives the reasons 
for this evaluation criterion.

6.5.2 The assessment criteria within 
         the Language School, UNACH, in Tuxtla

Trainees were instructed to write in their learning logs individ-
ually, once every two weeks, during a 150 hour course within 
a class of  fifteen students from the Tuxtla LEI study program 
According to the LEI syllabus there was no set amount of  
questions for this task; therefore three questions were usually 
asked: What have you learned during these two weeks?, what has it been 
significant in your learning these two weeks? And how can you improve 
for next time?

The decision for asking these questions was to try to help 
the students to feel more confident, so that they would write 
their texts in an informal way and so that they would not feel it 
was a kind of  class assignment. Thus, the idea of  keeping the 
logs is to encourage students be honest when writing about 
their feelings and reflections regarding their learning.
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Another reason for asking these particular questions is to 
try to help the students become more familiar with the process 
of  using learning logs since this is usually the first time which 
they have ever done them.

As has been previously mentioned, the weightening for the 
learning logs is 10% of  value of  their total final grade to pass 
the English course. Thus, the other 90% is given to the rest 
of  their work, for instance, their homework assignments, their 
participation in class, their attendance, and their oral presenta-
tions. The 10% is the grading criteria assigned by the first level 
English coordinator. Since the recording of  the learning logs 
might be new for learners, the grading must be based on the 
continuity of  such recordings. For instance, in a course of  150 
hours, the learners are expected to have a total of  approxi-
mately eight reflections (the recordings of  every two weeks 
throughout the entire course). In addition, the information re-
corded in the logs must be coherent as well; otherwise, such 
recordings will not have a complete mark (10 %) The follow-
ing section shows two samples to provide a clearer picture of  
such criteria.

6.6 Two samples of  learning logs

Two logs were chosen out of  a total of  fifteen as samples. 

A ‘reflective’ sample

“To be honest, I think that I have lots of  things to learn in the future. I 
really enjoy my class of  English, and one of  my goals is to improve my 
skills on writing. The way that my teacher teaches is good, but I think she 
needs to be more dynamic”

This sample log shows an early reflective and honest as-
pect of  the learner, when he adds “I think that I have lots of  
things to learn”. 

This learner has lived in the USA for some time and he 
is very fluent in English; however he is aware of  some of  his 
limitations regarding the language. I believe that recording his 
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thoughts has made him feel more confident about expressing 
his feelings, because he is being very honest when he suggests 
that the teacher be more dynamic.

The teacher has made a feedback comment about this. 
(See Appendix 7:The learner’s log A ).

A ‘learning recording’ sample

“The most important thing I learned in class was the new vocabulary 
and the friendship of  the class; I also learned that I can express myself  
(speaking) in a very good way and my classmates too. I don’t like the 
books, so if  I could change something it will be it. No books, only for 
questions. I liked a lot the speaking activities, so when we have to talk to 
someone else, I like a lot.

Personally I don’t like to do the HW especially when it’s boring and I 
have to write on the books. I like to explain myself  so I like to write about 
personal things, such as vacations or how my day was…”

This learner has really recorded and expressed his feelings 
in an honest manner. This is the main idea of  keeping a learning 
log. The teacher wrote a feedback for this, emphasizing on the 
importance of  homework. (See appendix 8: Learner’s log B)

These logs have been given full credit for the 10% of  the 
final grade due to the fact that they answered the questions 
and demonstrated evidence of  some reflection.

6.7 Learning outcomes achieved 
      through learning logs in class

As a trainer I would like to say that having the learners keeping 
their learning logs has guided me very positively in order to 
teach the lessons more successfully. They have also helped me 
notice some of  the strengths as well as the weaknesses of  my 
learners and in my own teaching.

The learning logs have also given me the opportunity to get 
to know my students better, which has led me to be of  better 
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help to them, since, if  they feel emotionally well, they will be 
better able to cope with their learning more successfully.

Most of  the learners who have participated in keeping the 
learning logs have found them useful and motivating. They 
have guided them in noticing their strengths and their weak-
nesses which has resulted in the development of  their Knowl-
edge, awareness and skills (KAS) regarding their learning prog-
ress. This has ultimately helped them to become more mature 
and confident learners.

6.8 Suggestions for using the method

One of  the most difficult and biggest problems some train-
ers may have is how to assess learning logs. Therefore I have 
found Moon’s quotation (2002:30) to be of  relevant consider-
ation: “the development of  assessment criteria for reflective 
work is particularly difficult since often we are unsure what 
distinguishes reflection from academic and everyday process-
es.” However, she states (2004) that a suitable way to assess 
them is to ask students to write an assignment, a report or 
an essay in which they can quote from their reflective writing 
(a learning log, a dialogue journal and a portfolio) to support 
their views or arguments. 

Therefore, the reflective practices will not be graded be-
cause they will just be raw material to write a task; learners 
are able to obtain the 10% of  the final grade just by carrying 
out the task. Some teachers agree with Moon’s proposal for 
assessing logs because they have considered giving a mark to 
these reflective practices because we are aware that we deal 
with different types of  learners, who perceive learning in a 
different way.

According to Entwistle, (1996) there are three approaches:

The deep approach: the intention is to understand the 
idea for yourself  by relating ideas to previous knowledge 
and experiences.

•



114

Assessment for Learning

The surface approach: the intention is to cope with 
course requirements by studying without reflecting on 
either purpose or strategy.

The strategic approach: the intention is to achieve the 
highest grades possible by being alert to assessment re-
quirement and criteria. (Moon, 1999:122)

Most trainers and learners can be placed both in the stra-
tegic and surface approaches, rather than the deep approach. 
However, we have noticed that we are in the process of  reflec-
tion since we are interested in discovering our learning. Moon 
(1999:132), states that “being interested in a topic seems likely 
to encourage a deep approach to learning.”

Since the LEI Programme states that as Trainers we give 
10 percent of  course credit to the learning logs, and does not 
have a set limit of  questions, only the Trainees who responded 
to all of  the questions obtained the total course credit grade 
at the end of  the term. Most of  the learning logs recorded by 
this class were mainly descriptive. As a result, trainees were 
instructed to make a greater effort to reflect more on their 
learning, so that they could achieve the required 10 percent at 
the end of  the course.

The LEI Programme requires that learners record their 
thoughts every two weeks, but sometimes there was not 
enough information to record. As a result, I suggest that train-
ers assign learning log tasks when starting a new topic or when 
the activities within the lesson have been especially meaning-
ful, or when it is being seen that the learners are really engaged 
regarding the lesson/lessons. I personally think this would 
motivate the learners more and richer learning recording may 
emerge.

•

•
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Summary

Through this chapter, it has been commented that learning 
logs can be very useful methods to get to know learners bet-
ter because they provide useful feedback for both trainers and 
learners. As trainers we can be of  better help through their 
use if  trainees feel emotionally well, which will ultimately help 
them to cope with their learning more successfully.

The samples shown in this chapter have been beneficial 
as evidence that the learners have found the learning logs use-
ful and motivating because they have guided them by helping 
them to explore and identify their strengths and their weak-
nesses and to observe their learning achievements. This may 
help trainees to become more mature learners.

The experience of  using learning logs as part of  the LEI 
programme, has provided me with the opportunity to suggest, 
that it is necessary to train learners as well as guide them in 
order so that they progress from descriptive to more reflective 
writing. Finally, it is important to suggest that learners use their 
learning logs when the activities within the lesson have been 
especially meaningful or at the beginning of  a new topic.
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Chapter 7

Using Presentations to Assess 
Students’ Performance

Irma Dolores Núñez Bodegas

“Remember that perfection is impossible”          
(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

This chapter presents some useful tips for carrying out a 
presentation. Next brief  overviews of  holistic and ana-

lytical ways of  marking are discussed, as well as the use of  
different rating scales. Advantages and disadvantages of  using 
presentations are included together with the description of  a 
presentation given by two students.

7.1 Presentations as an assessment method 

Multiple forms of  assessment exist for different purposes. 
Assessments conducted after presentations differ signifi-
cantly from those given in the classroom. This is because 
classroom instruction occurs during multiple occasions over 
an extended period of  time, while presentations are one-
time activities. What is measured is another major difference 
between classroom and presentation assessment. In a class-
room, growth in students´ knowledge and ability are assessed, 
keeping the focus on students´ learning. On the other hand, 
assessments given after presentations most often focus on 
the presenter´s skills rather than participants´ learning and 
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application of  knowledge. Best practices include clarifying 
the purpose of  the evaluation and how the results will be 
used before an assessment is developed (Mullins 1994). It 
could be said that the current practice of  measuring present-
ers’ skills is not addressing the following goal: ‘Participants 
will apply what they have learned to impact student learn-
ing´. Current assessment most often include questions such 
as whether or not a presenter speaks clearly and audibly, as 
is the case in the assessment criteria checklist (Appendix 11: 
Checklist for Oral Presentations), where 5 points out of  a 
hundred are given to pronunciation, enunciation, audibility 
and clarity; if  the presenter is organized (Appendix 12: As-
sessment Criteria Checklist- Oral Presentations). But these 
two aspects do not indicate whether or not the presenter has 
successfully imparted knowledge.

In order to reach the goal of  connecting attendance at 
development presentations with improved practice, Guskey 
(1998) proposes five levels of  professional development eval-
uation:

The five levels include:

1) Participant´s reactions,

2) Participant´s learning,

3) Organizational support and change,

4) Participant´s use of  development,

5) Student learning

Of  the five levels included, obtaining participant´s reac-
tions is easily addressed, but obtaining higher levels of  
evaluation, including level of  learning, organizational sup-
port, use of  skills, and student outcomes, is much more 
problematic
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7.2 Tips for a Successful Presentation

One of  the most stressful situations you are likely to be placed 
in is that of  presenting material in front of  a class. Because 
of  this fact, it is very important to give students some tips on 
how to give a successful presentation. The process by which 
you present the material is as equally important as the content 
to be presented. Regardless of  how well you have researched 
your topic, if  the presentation is poorly prepared or unorga-
nized the point will be lost. The audience will quickly lose in-
terest.

Here are some tips and notes on how you can be most 
effective, prepared by Instructional Development Staff: R. 
Flager, J. Hamlin (2004)

1) Know your material! Have your content well in hand. 
Most problems can be alleviated by being very well pre-
pared. Be sure to do a complete job in your research and 
reading.

2) Show interest in your topic. Find something unique of  
special interest about the topic and most importantly, 
show your enthusiasm and interest. An enthusiastic pre-
senter will get an enthusiastic audience.

3) Know your audience. Whom will you be presenting to? 
How involved with the topic is your audience? What level 
of  sophistication does your audience have with the topic? 
Do you expect them to be asking questions? If  so what 
kinds? What do you expect your audience to be doing dur-
ing and after the presentation? You may need to tell them 
your expectations. How you present the material will foster 
questioning, comments or argument.

4) Outline your talk in advance. The fewer notes you use the 
more natural your talk will be. Get a clear idea of  the main 
points and supporting information, anecdotes, etc. Keep 
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it simple and to the point. Be sure to utilize all the appro-
priate parts of  a speech including introduction, body and 
conclusion.

5) Make use of  visual aids. They are a good way to draw and 
maintain interest from your audience as well as highlight 
main points. Be sure they are appropriate and support your 
presentation. Check them out to be sure they work. When 
you are not referring to them, set them aside or cover them 
up.

6) Practice your presentation. Talk to yourself  OUT LOUD 
going through all the motions and gestures you expect to 
use during your presentation. Make the practice as real as 
possible. Start practicing with your notes, you will quickly 
find you will no longer need them and your presentation 
will be more natural.

7) Look sharp and expect butterflies. Don’t be fooled! Every-
one is nervous to some degree; some people hide it better 
than others. Prepare yourself, this is an important event. 
Dress, eat, and sleep appropriately.

8) Giving a good presentation requires skill. Above all, you 
must be well prepared and practiced. Be observant of  oth-
ers-watch what they do well and how you think they can 
improve.

Designing the OHT (overhead transparency)

Decide what the purpose of  the OHT is

      … this will help you decide

What to put on the OHT

Remember the OHT should not be a distracter to the presen-
tation but an AID.
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Points to remember:

Layout or design should be easy to follow without too 
many complicated explanations

Include headlines, titles, bullet points or key words but do 
not include too many details

The OHT should be a summary or guide to the presenta-
tion, everything you say should not be on the OHT

Fonts: is the writing large enough to be read easily?

If  the OHT is handwritten, make sure the handwriting is 
legible, but if  you can, avoid handwriting

Colours: some colours, such as yellow, do not show up 
well on the OHT

Presentation

Before the presentation:

Check your OHT is clear and legible

Check the OHP (the overhead projector) is plugged in 
and switched on!

Check the screen is in the correct place

Make sure the OHP does not block the view of  anybody 
in the audience

Check the focus

If  you are using more than one OHT, make sure they are 
in the correct order for the presentation

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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During the presentation:

Put the OHT straight on the OHP

Don’t point to the screen but to the OHT

Don´t leave the OHT running all through your presenta-
tion, turn it off  when it is not required

7.3 Holistic and Analytic Marking

Desmond (1999) comments that one of  the continuing areas 
of  controversy in the rating of  written and spoken produc-
tion concerns the respective merits and limitations of  ‘holistic’ 
marking and ‘analytic’ marking. She goes on saying that the 
most extreme case of  holistic marking is where a single im-
pression mark is given for overall quality. On the other hand 
analytic marking requires attention to specific aspects of  writ-
ing or talk. Marking schemes that require impression grades 
for several criteria are more likely to be termed analytic (Weir 
1993). 

7.4 Rating Scales

The use of  rating scales has become widespread in the as-
sessment of  spoken and written production. Desmond (op. 
cit: 181) mentions that a decision to specify rating criteria 
in terms of  a rating scale can be related to two consider-
ations:

 “A principled reason reflects the wish of  some test design-
ers to identify criterion levels of  performance, rather than 
to make norm-referenced comparisons. A second reason 
stems from the requirement to be as explicit as possible 
about ways in which performance levels are to be identi-
fied and expressed”

•

•

•
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She goes on saying that to design ‘rating scales’ or ‘band scales’, 
some of  the issues to examine are the following: 

How many bands should a scale comprise?

Should there be one rating scale for overall ability, or a 
number of  rating scales for distinct criteria?

Are criterion descriptions for each level truly self  con-
tained, or are they implicitly norm-referenced?

It is said that presentations are receiving increased atten-
tion, but little has been done to examine the effectiveness 
of  current practices (Lowden 2005; Noyce 2006). Careful 
assessment is needed to identify if  presentations are pro-
ducing benefits. Well planned assessment is essential and 
research has to be conducted to improve assessment meth-
odology.

 Different band scales or rating scales that teachers can use 
to asses their students’ performance during a presentation are 
given next: 

In Appendix 10 there is a ‘project presentation evaluation’ 
devised by one of  the BA teachers to assess his students’ pre-
sentations. Different levels of  performance of  the following 
aspects are included in it: how the topic is handled; interfer-
ence or not to look for information; technical aspects - multi-
media projector or overhead projector; interaction with audi-
ence and if  questions are answered satisfactorily. Based on the 
level of  performance of  the student, the marks to be given 
range from 5 to 10.

In Appendix 11 another assessment criteria checklist is 
given for oral presentations. The students are evaluated con-
sidering: content, organization and delivery. The author has 
structured this evaluation sheet into these three categories to 
provide clear feedback in terms of  oral presentations. Areas 
for improvement are indicated with a mark next to related cri-
teria. Organization and Content (45%), Presence (15%) and 
Delivery and Grammar (40%). Total score out of  a possible 
100 points: Grade:

•

•

•
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In Appendix 12(Assessment Criteria Checklist – Oral Pre-
sentations) the checklist’ for oral presentations was designed 
by Donaldson, and Topping (1996). They consider four as-
pects: Content, evidence of  background reading, presentation 
and discussion skills.

 The teacher is going to tick a box in the checklist if  the 
different aspects included were covered or not, and based on 
that, he gives a mark.

In Appendix 13 (Improving the Evaluation of  Profes-
sional Development Presentations) it is included a Suggested 
Presentation Assessment Form. It integrates levels 1, 2, and 
4 of  Guskey’s model mentioned before: participant´s reac-
tions, participant´s learning and participants´s use of  devel-
opment.

 It is highlighted that the students (the ones to evaluate 
the item in question) must be sure to read each question care-
fully, because the form varies from traditional evaluations. Ac-
cording to Guskey (1998) this format takes participants´ prior 
knowledge into consideration and allows the data to be pro-
vided in terms of  gain scores. This method emphasizes the 
increase in the participant´s knowledge that is directly attribut-
able to attending the presentation. 

Another advantage of  using this format is that the evalu-
ator may easily recognize when an assessment has not been 
completed appropriately because of  the student circling all ‘ex-
cellent’ responses. If  done correctly, it is a good way to com-
pare what the learners´ different opinions (audience) about the 
presenter are with those of  the teacher. 
 

7.5 Advantages and disadvantages
      of  using presentations 

Presentations can be “a valuable way of  assessing a range 
of  abilities and competences.” (Tummons, 2005: 66) The 
way you speak, your gestures, body and eye contact, the 
use of  visual aids, the way you start your talk, the way you 
help your audience, the way you conclude your talk.

•
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Presentations are also a good opportunity for self-assess-
ment and peer-assessment. Students are afraid of  giving 
offence...nerves can affect the reliability of  the assess-
ment...practice and a supportive peer group will help.” 
(Tummons 2005: 66)

Students can learn from watching each others’ perfor-
mances. They can work collaboratively. They can develop 
their oral skill. 

However, with large classes, a round presentation takes a 
long time, some students find giving presentations very 
traumatic. 

 7.6 Description of  a Presentation

In Appendix 1 the presentation given by two students of  the 
BA in English Language Teaching of  the Language School 
in Tapachula (7th. Semester-Discourse Analysis subject) is 
analyzed. Instructions were given about what to include in 
the presentation. During former classes, some tips and notes, 
mentioned before, on how to be most effective when giving a 
presentation were taught, as well as information about designing 
an OHT or a power point presentation.

To give a mark to the students’ presentation described in 
Appendix 1 the ‘project presentation evaluation´ devised by 
Cook (2007, appendix 10: Project Presentation Evaluation) 
was used. The mark given to both students, considering that 
there was no difference between both performances, was 6.

This is the description of  the band applied to the students´ 
performance:

“6 – 6.9 ‘Idea of  topic is vague, creating confusion (re-
dundancies were evident). Topic is presented in an irregular 
order which caused problem during presentation. Constant in-
terference to look for information, examples or terms caused 
disconnection and interruptions which made understanding 
difficult at times. Little or no use of  multimedia projector or 

•

•

•
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OHS were used and were difficult to understand. Questions 
were not answered or no time was given for them. Nervous-
ness was evident. Time was not used wisely.”

Teachers have to pay attention to what they ask students 
to present and, if  it is the case, modify the existing checklists, 
depending on what the indications given were and if  possible 
try to give the students some sort of  observation sheet like the 
one included in appendix 13: Suggested Presentation Assess-
ment Form. This way they would reflect on what exposed by 
the presenter.

Summary

Even though presentations are effective assessment methods 
for deep learning, we need to be careful with not overloading 
students with many presentations during a semester. Students 
can feel demotivated and tired of  being in front of  class many 
times. There are timid students who do not like to speak or 
talkative students who are eager to be in front of  the class. 
What can be done is to have one or two presentations, during 
the next class the teacher clarifies any misunderstandings and 
expands what was seen before and, together with the students, 
decides on the practical applications that may derive from 
what was presented.
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Chapter 8

Assessing Pre-sevice Teachers 
Performance in Practicum

Esther Gómez Morales      
Elizabeth Us Grajales

“Be clear about the 
purpose of  your teaching” 

(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

The main aim of  this chapter is to look at some ways to as-
sess teaching practical tasks to assess the development of  

Knowledge, Awareness and Skills (KAS) in a Language Teach-
ing Programme. Two marking schemes to assess teaching and 
which are commonly used to assess or certify teaching in real 
contexts will be presented. 

8.1 Teaching as a practical and complex matter 

It is strongly believed that it is through practice – real teaching 
experiences in real classrooms with real students— that initial 
trainees are able to articulate, examine and revise their own 
assumptions and beliefs, as well as the “received knowledge” 
about language teaching and learning. Based on this, trainees 
can begin to theorize and conceptualize their own practice (Ra-
mani, 1987; Brumfit, 1979) and make sense of  the information 
offered to them during the courses (Palacios and Us, 2004).

Being an English teacher implies a number of  respon-
sibilities which initial trainees need to develop through real 
practicum. According to Wright (1998: 3), “teaching is a 
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stressful and demanding occupation, as well as a very re-
warding one.” Teaching anything requires continual evalu-
ation on the part of  the teacher. It means finding out new 
ideas, activities and methods to apply in the classroom in 
order to make the learning process meaningful. However, in 
class, teachers are not completely autonomous because there 
are institutional policies of  how to assess or what to assess, 
as well as what to teach. In theory, learners can design au-
thentic or didactic materials, lesson plans and handouts, but 
when trainees go to real classes, they may face many unex-
pected problems such as the following: classroom manage-
ment especially dealing with discipline problems and large 
classes as well as dealing with students who do not have the 
same English level.

Claxton (1984:171) points out that “teaching today de-
mands speed, accuracy and repertoire skills. Similarly Jarvis 
(2002) states that the role of  teaching is changing from teach-
er to student centred approaches. Therefore, initial teachers 
need to develop teaching skills through practice changing their 
deep-rooted beliefs regarding teaching and learning. 

Initial teachers work with human beings who are highly 
emotional. (Hargreaves, 1998) Both of  them tend to demon-
strate their feelings in every action they do in class helping or 
hindering the learning and teaching process. Wright (2005:149) 
points that “the affective domain is central to learning and its 
management a central concern in teaching and learning. Man-
aging affect poses specific challenges to teachers and students 
– it is difficult and delicate.” The initial teachers need to facili-
tate learning creating a caring classroom climate. 

Freire (1998 in Darder, 2003:497) states that “it is not pos-
sible to be a teacher without loving teaching… “an act of  love 
(…) rooted in a committed willingness to struggle persistently 
with purpose in our life and to intimately connect that pur-
pose with (…) ‘true vocation’- to be human.” In the Language 
Teaching Programme at UNACH, it is intend to encourage 
BA ELT students to enjoy their profession and train them to 
develop the ability to reflect and act critically about the social, 
cultural, and political dimensions of  their lives.
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Many elements exert tension as they need to be put forth 
in practicum. Shulman (1987) comments that the student 
teacher has to know about the subject matter, to know a vari-
ety of  general instructional strategies and to know about the 
specific strategies necessary for teaching the specific subject 
matter Some lists used as guidelines for assessing students’ 
performance are summarized in tables 13 and 14 section 8.3 
assessment criteria .

In other words, many characteristics of  the ‘capable’ or 
satisfactory student teacher are required. Program and context 
are very important elements to take into consideration when 
assessing BA ELT students as learning to teach effectively is a 
developmental process.

According to Claxton, 1978 ( in Claxton, 1984:170) “learn-
ing to teach is not just learning a job: it is learning a new way of  
being yourself ” Learning teaching is a developmental process 
therefore the great importance of  providing opportunities for 
student teachers to develop the theoretical knowledge and en-
gage in the practices required for effective teaching. In order 
for BA ELT students to excel in their practices, trainers must 
provide opportunities where they can have a full command of  
the subject matter, have a good background in learning theo-
ries, methodology, classroom management, assessment, as well 
as have the personal qualities needed for the profession, such 
as the patience, character, charisma, interest and motivation. 

Teaching is a practical task which has been considered as 
complex for all the aspects mentioned in this section. There-
fore assessing pre-service teachers’ performance is a delicate 
matter which could be done using guidelines to balance valid-
ity and reliability

8.2 Feedback as the key for teaching

Trainers are also expected to provide formative feedback so 
BA ELT students can be able to deconstruct and reflect on 
their pedagogic practices in such a way that will inform their 
future teaching practices. According to Tummons (2005:75) 



132

Assessment for Learning

“Feedback provides us with an opportunity to provide advice, 
support, ideas or anything else that may be appropriate for 
students who have not yet reached the competence that they 
are working towards […]” 

Feedback needs to be timely mainly after the initial trainees 
have finished their practicum so that they can reflect on their 
strengths and weaknesses during the class. It is difficult to help 
students reflect if  time has passed. In table 6, chapter 1 of  this 
book there are useful suggestion to carry out feedback. 

Practicum could be seen as supportive experiences of  
developing and learning, gained through immersion in the 
real world. Therefore feedback can be a threshold to achieve 
meaningful learning experiences. 

8.3 Assessing pre-service teachers’ performance 

There are many lists that include guidelines for assessing BA 
ELT students. These may be modified according to programs 
and contexts. It is important to mention that a large number 
of  indicators are included in the different guidelines such the 
followings:

Initial teachers need to make decisions 
regarding  students’, course book, time 
available, among others. Woods (1996:7) 
provides the following  influences in les-
son planning:

− Number of  students attending the 
class

− Availability of  photocopying

− Knowledge about students’ prior course 
experience

− Recent conversation with a colleague

− Estimation of  the complexity of  the 
task

1. Lesson Planning
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− Estimation of  how well the students 
and individual in the group are pro-
gressing

− Estimation of  what the students can 
manage

− Class and individual dynamics

Wright (2005:16) states that “classroom 
management is concerned with four main 
strands of  classroom life- space, time, par-
ticipation and engagement.  Initial trainees 
need to manage time, learners, resources, 
and to engage them for participation. 

There are many models of  teaching and 
learning so initial trainees may employ a 
variety of  strategies to teach according to 
their view of  teaching and learning.  Prab-
hu (1995:61) “ … has to do with a peda-
gogic action or practice….Teaching is a 
matter of  translating learning theory into 
teaching action…using teaching  action as 
a source with which to confirm, discon-
firm, or help develop learning theory.” 

During the teaching stage, the initial train-
ees start evaluating the lesson or the ac-
tivities as well as assessing students’ per-
formance in order to make decisions for 
conducting and concluding the lesson. 

Mercer (1995:4) states that “Language 
is a means for transforming experience 
into cultural knowledge and understand-
ing.” Therefore the English teacher needs 
to have a good command of  the English 
Language. 

2. Classroom 
    management

3. Teaching 
    Strategies

4. Evaluation 
    and assessment

5. Competence 
    in English
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The five indicators mentioned above are included in assess-
ment criteria for assessing teaching in real classes. In the LEI 
Programme, students attend 7 courses such as the following: 
teaching listening, teaching grammar and vocabulary, teaching 
speaking, teaching reading, teaching writing, introduction to 
practicum and practicum. in which they need to teach in situ. 

One of  the practices is to teach an aspect that the learners 
would like to improve, for example classroom management. 
The trainer can use the marking scheme proposed by the Vic-
toria University or ICELT Marking Scheme. Both of  them 
have been validated by Boards of  Education which have been 
used to certify teaching. 

8.4 Assessment Criteria to assess teaching

In this section two marking schemes are presented, one taken 
from the Victoria University of  Wellington College Education 
and another from ICELT, 2005. Even though they coincide 
in some indicators such planning, classroom management, 
evaluating the lesson, teacher’s language, they use different 
categories or assessment criteria to assess teaching such the 
following:

− strong, 

− competent,

− further development and 

− urgent development required 

However, ICELT uses the criteria:

− Pass

− Merit

− Distinction
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Table 13 describes in detail the guidelines which the trainer 
may use to assess students’ practice:
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Table 14 also presents in detail specifications for assessing 
teaching. 

At Pass level, the candidate can:
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There are many criteria to assess teaching which are very effec-
tive to provide feedback both for the teachers and the learners. 
However, it is very difficult to observe many aspects from just 
one BA ELT student’s class. Through real practice, BA ELT 
students can reflect on their learning to teach. Regarding this 
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comment, John (1996:104) points out that “prospective teach-
ers enter courses of  training with a vast array of  personal the-
ories about teaching, learning and learning to teach.” Thus, we 
need to help them reflect and re-examine their beliefs through 
practice. 

As we have mentioned before, it is very difficult to grade 
practicum because there are many unexpected problems dur-
ing the lesson. Rees also (1997:92) states that:

“There is not single set of  skills, attitudes, interests, and 
abilities that all good teachers have and that all poor teach-
ers lack. Effective teaching means different things to dif-
ferent students at different times, and research that has 
sought to discover one set of  characteristics for effective 
teachers has doomed itself  to failure” 

The marking schemes shown above are helpful guidelines to 
provide developmental feedback to BA ELT students so that 
they can think of  action plans to improve their weaknesses in 
future classes. As Reed and Bergemann (1992:6) say “teaching 
experiences are the bridge between the worlds of  theory and 
practice.” Through practicum student teachers can notice if  
what they are learning through the Language Teaching Pro-
gramme is useful in the training room with real students. 

It is advisable to use a criterion referencing system when 
assessing students because the learners need to demonstrate 
that they are competent in teaching a class in English which 
involves many aspects such as planning, designing, analysing, 
teaching, evaluating and assessing, among other responsibili-
ties. 
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Summary

We have shown some guidelines to assess practicum, but as 
we mentioned before, there are many criteria for assessing one 
student’s class. Teachers need to observe more than one stu-
dents’ performance in order to be able to give feedback to 
their students and to grade fairly their competence in teaching 
and speaking English as well as designing materials, providing 
tutoring or counselling, etc. 
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Chapter 9

Using Project Work 
in Alternative Assessment

Ana María Elisa Díaz de la Garza

“Create diversity in your teaching”
  (Brookfield, 1990)

 

Overview

A great deal of  attention is now being paid to alternative 
forms of  assessment in the Mexican educational system. 

Thank goodness educators no longer consider testing that em-
phasizes rote memorization of  facts to be significant learn-
ing. It has become necessary to develop methods for assess-
ing complex knowledge and learners’ performance in problem 
solving due to the fact that goals for education have substan-
tially changed in our country. 

Since learners cannot learn everything they require in the 
classroom, it is necessary to find ways to help them develop 
their cognitive abilities by providing them with opportunities 
to solve real problems, to become self-sufficient by organizing 
and regulating their own learning, to learn independently and 
in groups, and to overcome difficulties in the learning process. 
This requires them to be aware of  their own thinking process-
es and learning strategies and methods.’ (OECD 1999:9)

Stroller (1997: 2) states that “by integrating project work 
into content-based classrooms, educators create vibrant learn-
ing environments that require active student involvement, 
stimulate higher level thinking skills and give students re-
sponsibility for their own learning.” Projects are an effective 
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method to accurately measure and promote complex thinking 
and learning goals that are critical to learners’ academic suc-
cess and “demonstrated capability.” By using projects, teachers 
can integrate performance-based assessments into the instruc-
tional process to provide additional learning experiences for 
students. (Brualdi: 1998)

9.1 Project Work

Project-based learning is an instructional approach that con-
textualizes learning by presenting trainees with problems to 
solve or products to develop. Performance-based assessments 
“represent a set of  strategies for the...application of  knowl-
edge, skills, and work habits through the performance of  tasks 
that are meaningful and engaging to students” (Hibbard 1996, 
in Brualdi 1998:5), which provides educators with informa-
tion about how a learner understands and applies knowledge. 
Through the use of  project work, classes move away from 
the traditional teacher-centered instruction and move towards 
creating a student community of  inquiry involving authen-
tic communication, cooperative learning, collaboration, and 
problem-solving. (Stroller 1997: 2) 

Henry (1994 in Stroller 1997) defines 3 different types of  
projects: 

Structured projects are determined, specified, and orga-
nized by the teacher in terms of  topic, materials, method-
ology, and presentation; 

Unstructured projects are defined largely by students 
themselves; and,

Semi-structured projects are defined and organized in 
part by the teacher and in part by students.

Projects may also be categorized according to the approach 
chosen to report the information obtained. According to 
Haines (1989): 

•

•

•
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Production projects involve the creation of  bulletin 
boards, DVDs, radio programs, posters, written reports, 
photo essays, letters, handbooks, brochures, etc. 

Performance projects may be presented as debates, oral 
presentations, theatrical performances, food fairs, or 
fashion shows. 

Organizational projects involve the planning and for-
mation of  a club, conversation table, or forums.

Regardless of  their configuration, projects may be carried out 
intensively over a short time period or extended over a few 
weeks, or a full school term; they can be completed by stu-
dents individually, in small groups, or as a class; and they can 
take place entirely within the classroom or can extend beyond 
the walls of  the classroom into the community or with others 
via different forms of  correspondence.

Project work requires multiple stages of  development to 
succeed. Fried- Booth (1986) and Haines (1989), recommend 
that educators follow these steps when implementing project 
work: 

9.2 Developing Project Work in the Classroom

Principles of  Project-Based Learning

Project-based learning is characterized by the following prin-
ciples: 

•

•

•

Step I 
Trainer sets 

project
topic & goals

Step II 
Trainees develop 
project (gather & 

analyze information)

Step III
Project is 
Presented 

& Evaluated

Step IV 
Reflection & 

Implications for 
the future
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Builds on previous work;

Integrates trainees’ skills; 

Incorporates collaborative team work, problem solving, 
negotiating and other interpersonal skills; 

Requires learners to engage in independent work; 

Challenges learners to use information in new and differ-
ent contexts outside the class; 

Involves learners in choosing the focus of  the project 
and in the planning process; 

Engages learners in acquiring new information that is im-
portant to them; 

Leads to clear outcomes; and 

Incorporates self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and teacher 
evaluation.

9.3 Assessment Criteria (stages)

To administer effective assessment teacher trainers must have a 
clearly defined purpose which takes into account the following:

What KAS (knowledge/skill or awareness) am I attempt-
ing to assess?

What should my learners know? 

At what level should my trainees be performing?

To identify what project best suits each subjects’ assessment 
needs teacher trainers must consider the following: 

time constraints•	
availability of  resources•	
how much information is required to properly •	
evaluate the quality of  a finished product. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
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According to Airasian (1991:. 244), the criterion for evaluating 
project work includes: 

Sharing assessment criteria with students from the •	
beginning so that learners are aware of  exactly what 
is expected of  them. As teacher-trainers, we must 
remember that performance-based assessments do 
not have clearly defined right or wrong answers due 
to the fact that there are degrees to which a project is 
successful or unsuccessful. Thus, trainees’ performance 
must be evaluated taking those varying degrees into 
consideration. Projects are evaluated within a specific 
time frame and setting and there are no surprises for 
the trainee since they have already signed a project 
contract. Authentic assessment offers the opportunity 
to assess trainees’: 

Creativity §	
Planning skills §	
Ability to integrate knowledge§	
Ability to work with others§	

Trainees’ presentations can be judged in terms of: 

1) Depth of  understanding
2) Clarity
3) Coherence
4) Responsiveness to questions
5) Monitoring of  their listeners’ understanding.

Assessment of  their performance should be done using check-
lists or rating scales to ensure objectivity.

9.4 Benefits & Drawbacks

The main goal of  education is the development of  critical 
thinking skills. Nonetheless, some trainers may hesitate to 



146

Assessment for Learning

implement using project work in their classrooms. This is usu-
ally due to the fact that a great number of  teachers feel they 
do not know enough about how to fairly assess a student’s 
performance (Airasian, 1991). Another reason for reluctance 
in using performance-based assessments may be unsuccessful 
previous experiences. 

Project work is viewed by most of  its advocates “not as a 
replacement for other teaching methods” but rather as “an ap-
proach to learning which complements mainstream methods 
and which can be used with almost all levels, ages and abilities 
of  students” (Haines 1989: 1). 

Advantages of  using project work include:

Project work focuses on content learning rather than on 1. 
specific targets. Real-world subject matter and topics of  
interest to learners can become central to projects. 

Project work is student centered; however, the teacher 2. 
trainer plays a major role in offering support and 
guidance throughout the process. 

Project work is cooperative rather than competitive. 3. 
Students can work on their own, in small groups, or as a 
class to complete a project, sharing resources, ideas, and 
expertise along the way. 

Project work leads to the authentic integration of  skills 4. 
and processing of  information from varied sources, 
mirroring real-life tasks. 

Project work culminates in an end product (e.g., an oral 5. 
presentation, a poster session, a bulletin board display, a 
report, or a stage performance) that can be shared with 
others, giving the project a real purpose. 

Allow trainees to formulate their own questions and 6. 
then try to find answers to them. 

Provide trainees with opportunities to use their multiple 7. 
intelligences to create a product. 
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Allow trainers to assign projects at different levels of  8. 
difficulty to account for individual learning styles and 
ability levels. 

Provide an opportunity for positive interaction and 9. 
collaboration among peers.

 Increase the self-esteem of  trainees who would not get 10. 
recognition on tests or traditional writing assignments. 

Allow for students to share their learning and 11. 
accomplishments with other students, classes or 
community members

Drawbacks to project work include:

Some learners doing nothing

Groups working at different speeds.

Project work is potentially motivating, stimulating, empower-
ing, and challenging. It usually results in building student con-
fidence, self-esteem, and autonomy as well as improving stu-
dents’ language skills, content learning, and cognitive abilities.

9.5 Examples and Suggestions for Using
      Project Work in the Teacher Training Room

To ensure that trainees understand what is expected of  them, 
make sure to have trainees sign a project contract and to make 
two copies: one for the trainer and one for the trainee. (See 
Appendix 14: Sample Project Contract) It is also a good idea 
for them to develop an action plan such as the following to 
keep track of  progress on task based projects:

Action Plan 1: Planning and Gathering Information
In the next two weeks, you will plan and gather information 
for your project. List below what tasks will be done each week, 
which group member(s) will do them, and when the tasks will 
be completed.

•
•
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Projects which have proved successful in teaching practice in-
clude the following:

EFL: At the end of  the school term trainees are very 
motivated to create a school yearbook which includes the 
following. (See Appendix 14)

Teaching Culture and Civilization: At the end of  the term 
alumni must comply with the project: “A Stroll Through 
Anglosaxon Culture” for course credit. (See Appendix 14: 
Sample Project Contract)

Summary

Project-based work involves careful planning and flexibility on 
the part of  the trainer. Because of  the dynamic nature of  this 
type of  learning, not all problems can be anticipated. More-
over, sometimes a project will move forward in a different di-
rection than originally planned since Project Work is organic 
and unique to each class. This makes it exciting, challenging, 
and meaningful to learners. Teacher educators can integrate 
projects into their courses to reinforce important pedagogi-
cal issues and provide trainees with hands-on experience, a 
process that may be integrated into future classrooms of  their 
own. (Stroller 1997: 3)

•

•
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Project work offers many solutions to the problems faced 
in the teacher training classroom, including increasing the 
amount of  input trainees receive, making course content more 
applicable to trainees, and fomenting creativity. Once a frame-
work is established, the trainer is free to act as a facilitator 
rather than to lecture. This framework can be applied to dif-
ferent subjects without becoming monotonous for the teacher 
trainer since each group will produce a unique project, thus 
project work can become a valuable addition to classes.
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Chapter 10

Portfolio as an assessment technique

 

Beatriz de Ibarrola y Nicolin        

“See yourself  as a helper of  learning”
(Brookfield, 1990)

Overview

This paper aims at explaining the use of  portfolio as an as-
sessment method. First I will define what a portfolio is, 

then I will discuss some of  the advantages and disadvantages 
of  using portfolios in the training room and finally some cri-
teria about validation and assessment and two different per-
spectives from trainees who have created this new form of  
alternative assessment is considered. 

10.1 What is a portfolio?

Portfolio is a word which is often used today in alternative 
evaluative processes to describe a collection of  learners’ docu-
ments with accompanying reflective comments. According to 
my own experience, a portfolio is a set of  documents created 
by a learner. Each document records, in a detailed formal way, 
the BA ELT student´s reflection on one piece of  learning. It 
may eventually contribute to a dynamic conjunction of  both 
the teaching and the learning processes. This in turn may help 
the students to maximize their learning through reflection and 
self  analysis in an autonomous, careful way. When sharing 
their portfolios, student teachers may be able to discover the 
richness involved in collaboration.
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According to Johnson (1996), ‘Portfolios are a useful tool 
leading to professional development. Curtis (2000:41) believes 
that ‘portfolios are a tool for reflection’; Pollard (1997:303) af-
firms that portfolios support learners in reflecting on their own 
work, in affirming it and in harnessing the support of  appro-
priate others (meaning trainers or tutors)’; he also believes that 
portfolios can be shared with others. Banfi (2003:28) describes 
them as ‘the ideal tool for encouraging learner autonomy and 
a useful means of  showing progress in the development of  
reflective skills.

A simple definition, given by Oxford (1990) is that port-
folios are ‘the story of  the students’ learning’ and she encour-
ages trainers to use them by saying: ‘Let them tell their stories’. 
Spandal & Culham (1994:28) conclude this about portfolios: ‘In 
truth, any portfolio exists first and foremost in the heart and 
mind of  the designer who selects with care those works and 
artifacts that best tell the story of  who a person is now and 
who he or she is becoming’. Curtis (2000) recommends that 
‘portfolios should contain commentaries and explanations and 
carefully selected examples of  both student and teacher work’.

According to the previous definitions, portfolios imply a 
strong interaction among five relevant elements required in 
teacher education: reflection, autonomy, self  analysis, collabo-
ration and care. This is shown in table 15, below.



153

Assessment for Learning

Moon (2001:25) affirms that ‘reflection does not come alone’. 
Reflection is indeed accompanied by self-analysis, which means 
a desire for autonomy, it implies also taking into account dif-
ferent perspectives from others, a process that involves col-
laboration; all these should be observed with great care. The 
theory of  learning underlying portfolios is thus contrary to the 
transmission of  knowledge, it rather supports what Wells & 
Claxton (2002) describe as ‘the development of  understand-
ing and the formation of  minds and identities’. In table 16, 
the deep reflective stages proposed by Moon, and found in 
portfolios are described.

10.2. Assessment Criteria

Assessment of  portfolios is a crucial issue, and it should be 
based on the process itself  rather than on the product. The 
product, the portfolio elaborated by the BA ELT student, 
should be accepted as the result of  an individual analysis. It 
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is the process that can involve a consensual decision by all the 
actors involved. 

This consensual decision implies a continuous negotiation 
that participants can divide in four consecutive stages, as seen 
in table 17, below.

This negotiation about the what, why and how of  portfolios, 
needs to be applied also to evaluation and assessment. Genes-
see & Upshur (1996:99) remark that ‘The positive effects of  
portfolios on student learning, arise from the opportunities 
they afford students to become actively involved in assessment 
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and learning and that this does not happen automatically…
rather it depends critically on teachers’ conscientious efforts 
to use portfolios as a collaborative assessment process’. It is 
a fact that more progressive styles for evaluation and assess-
ment, alternative to the traditional ones, may involve partic-
ipants themselves in the learning and practice of  evaluative 
processes along with trainers and that negotiation without 
risking the quality of  the process is an imperative. 

10.3 Advantages and Disadvantages 
       of  the use of  Portfolios in the Training room.

Portfolios can be a tool that helps BA ELT students in be-
coming reflective learners who learn to deal with their learning 
and who learn to practice what Claxton (2001:6) describes as 
‘Learning to live the learning life’. For future teachers this im-
plies the continuous education in a life-long process! A second 
powerful advantage of  portfolios is that through them learners 
may feel the benefits of  inserting themselves in the deep ap-
proach to learning as described by Moon (2004:122) which is 
‘the intention to understand ideas for yourself ’ rather than to 
only cope with course requirements or get the highest grades, 
which correspond to the surface and strategic approaches and 
which are not necessarily reflective. 

Those learners who belong to the surface or strategic ap-
proaches in learning, may move through portfolios to a deeper 
approach and they may begin to relate their learning to previ-
ous experiences and to previous knowledge. If  learners be-
come more interested in the course process and in the content 
of  the course that will be able to examine both more critically, 
and be more careful in keeping a record of  their learning by 
collecting and analyzing key tasks for their portfolios.

 Portfolios are documents that enhance reflection, and in 
the new concepts of  pedagogy, reflection should be the core 
of  all approaches to teacher development. Curtis (2000:4) says 
that ‘At the heart of  all the approaches to teacher development 
is the notion of  reflection’. If  trainers think about authentic 
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development in training courses, they must use reflective tools: 
the creation and elaboration of  portfolios is one, and through 
it learners can be encouraged to move from their habitual only 
descriptive reflection stage to deeper stages such as dialogic 
and critical as seen in Moon’s stages for reflection in table 16.

Last, but not least, a third relevant advantage is that, as 
Brown & Wolfe Quintero (1997) say: ‘Portfolios tell the sto-
ry of  efforts, skills, abilities, achievement and contributions 
of  learners’; they believe it is crucial in education to hear the 
learners’ voices. It is in Portfolios that the legitimacy of  what 
Moon (2001:2) calls ‘I’, ‘My functioning’ can be reestablished 
in a developmental spirit: Learners will be able to tell about 
their own experiences and relate them to their own feelings 
and decide what or what not is to be done about their new 
learning. In table 18, below, a clear continuum of  these pos-
sible changes in learners is presented.

The advantages already mentioned, can become disadvantages 
easily, if  the task of  elaborating portfolios falls into routine. 
Then, as Johnson (1996) warns, this evaluation form turns into 
a ‘waste of  time’ or a ‘pile of  papers’. A disadvantage that must 
be carefully considered is that portfolios are a ‘time consuming 
form of  evaluation’. Trainers have to dedicate time and energy 
to their preparation, elaboration, and evaluation. It is undeni-
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able that once the process is ignited, the benefits are evident in 
short time. To avoid falling into the possible existent disadvan-
tages trainers have to respect the freedom that learners need in 
this kind of  alternative evaluative form. 

10.4 A sample: learning outcomes,
       assessment method, assessment criteria.

It is not easy to select a sample of  a successful portfolio, be-
cause trainers must learn to accept all the ideas that trainees 
consider relevant as learning outcomes or as learning pro-
cesses. Curtis (2000:42) suggests the following criteria for a 
positive evaluation and assessment concerning the contents of  
portfolios:

Relevant vs. irrelevant.

Short and careful vs. long and careless.

Selective vs. redundant.

About the process of  learning vs. about other issues. 

Summarized vs. complete documents. 

Reflective vs. descriptive.

Self  analytical vs. analytical in general.

Autonomous vs. dependent on authority. 

Collaborative vs. isolated. 

Some guidelines for interaction in the evaluation and assess-
ment process are suggested by Genesse & Upshur (1996:103) 
which are appropriate for reflective tasks and for a reflective 
relationship between trainer and trainee:

Include learners in decisions.

Let them choose what to include in their portfolios.

•
•

•
•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•
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Negotiate assessment. 

Plan -portfolio roundtables- to discuss portfolios in 
group.

Encourage learners to share their challenges with port-
folios. 

Organize review of  portfolios. 

Ensure positive, collaborative and supportive attitudes. 

Two examples of  portfolios are included below in tables 19 
and 20:

•
•

•

•

•
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In both examples a clear continuum of  changes produced by 
portfolios in trainees can be followed:

The synthesis of  their learning through reflective 
self  analysis. This can be seen in sentences such as: ‘I 
realized the importance of  being positive’.

The developing of  strategies for learning better. This 
is evident in sentences such as ‘I became so involved with 
the topics that the days went by quickly’ or ‘My resolu-
tions for doing better in my next oral presentation…’

The meaningful tasks related to previous experienc-
es and the effort for finding sense in what is being 
done. Evident in sentences such as ‘My previous own ex-
perience…Our previous oral presentation was far from 
being perfect’.

The satisfaction of  the concern of  “I”, “We”, “My 
functioning” and “Our functioning”. Evident in 
comments such as ‘In my portfolio…’, ‘I have been try-
ing…’.

•

•

•

•
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All this confirms Moon’s (2001:2) ideas in the development 
of  a personal spirit that grows along with reflection and self-
analysis. 

10.5 Suggestions for the use of  
       Portfolios in the training room.

The personal learning richness found in the whole process 
of  portfolios may mean the truly basis for development in 
teacher training. This is what Beth, a trainee in her finishing 
semester writes about them: “Thanks to portfolios I could go 
through serious evaluation processes of  my projects, in them I 
discovered my weaknesses and strengths and I could begin to 
look for the strategies I needed for reading and writing my fu-
ture projects in a more successful way. Portfolios approached 
me to others and the thinking I did when writing them and 
rereading or sharing them took me to a better understanding 
of  myself  and of  others through myself. I guess it was simi-
lar to the experience that authors have when they write their 
biographies, their stories, and learn to understand, to forgive 
and to change”.

Although most of  the experiences with portfolios seem to 
be positive, there are also challenges to overcome and some 
negative aspects that trainers have to consider before attempt-
ing their use in the training room. Overcoming these challeng-
es may be a long, painful and continuous work in trainers’ pro-
fessional life. Table 21, below, contains the four most relevant 
ones and some suggestions to overcome them.

Summary 

All these considerations about portfolios created in the train-
ing room, as an alternative form of  evaluation, are only sug-
gestions for both trainers and trainees. The personal experi-
ence of  creating a portfolio is in fact the best way to arrive at 
useful conclusions. 
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The use of  portfolios, the evaluation and the assessment 
criteria can be negotiated in the training room; each group of  
student teachers and trainers are different and their sensitiv-
ity and perspectives should be always considered to make the 
learning process richer.

We have already talked about the effectiveness of  using 
portfolios and about the challenges that we can face if  trainers 
try to impose this alternative form of  evaluation on students. 
Student teachers need to create their own portfolios and they 
need to feel self-assured by them. It can always be a good ad-
vance to negotiate with BA ELT students if  they want to be 
assessed through portfolios not as a product, but as a process, 
taking into consideration the different steps in which the doc-
ument gives evidence of  the learning of  its creator. 
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