neofilolog

Czasopismo Polskiego Towarzystwa Neofilologicznego
ISSN 1429-2173, 2019, NR 53/2, 281-297
http://dx.doi.org/10.14746/n.2019.53.2.9

http://poltowneo.org/

Anna Czura

University of Wroctaw
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5234-6618
anna.czura@uwr.edu.pl

ADOLESCENT LEARNERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF ASSESSING
SPEAKING AND WRITING SKILLS -
CRITICAL INCIDENT ANALYSIS

Spostrzezenia nastolatkéw na temat oceniania ustnych i pisemnych
kompetencji jezykowych — analiza zdarzen krytycznych

Learners’ perceptions of teacher assessment practices shape a unique
classroom assessment environment that affects learners’ willingness to
engage in a task and motivation to learn (McMillan & Workman, 1998).
Still, there has been limited research on learners’ perceptions of class-
room and high-stakes assessment. This article outlines a study explor-
ing adolescent learners’ perceptions of the speaking and writing assess-
ment they experience in the English classroom. The Critical Incident
Technique (CIT) was used to examine both positive and negative in-
stances of oral and written assessment. During oral interviews, the
learners reported and elaborated on the assessment experiences they
personally perceived as particularly important, memorable and influen-
tial. The transcriptions of the interviews were content analysed in order
to identify the properties of oral and written assessment that appeared
salient to adolescent learners. The study indicates that the participants
held predominantly positive views of oral and written assessment, em-
phasising such aspects as authenticity of assessment, freedom of ex-
pression and fair grading. It is worrying, however, that learners are not
always provided with clearly articulated assessment criteria and that
oral assessment is visibly neglected in the classroom.

Keywords: language assessment, oral assessment, writing assessment,
learner perceptions, adolescent learners, critical incident technique (CIT)
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Stowa kluczowe: ocenianie, ocenianie kompetencji ustnych, ocenianie
kompetencji pisemnych, spostrzezenia ucznidw, uczniowie nastoletni,
technika zdarzen krytycznych

What would happen if we treated the student
as someone whose opinion mattered?
(Fullan, 1991: 170)

1. Introduction

Assessment never takes place in a vacuum. Regardless of its form and
content, it exerts a profound impact on individual learners and teachers, school
systems and societies at large (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Given the far-reaching
consequences of assessment, it is essential that its design and administration
are of high quality and produce valid and reliable results that accurately reflect
learners’ performance. Inspired by Freire’s (1970) idea of democratic education
and Messick’s (1989) interest in the impact and consequences of assessment,
many researchers (e.g. McNamara, 1998; Nevo, 1996; Shohamy, 2001) have set
out to analyse the effects of assessment from a critical perspective, which em-
phasizes the role of ethics, fairness and power distribution. One of the princi-
ples of Critical Language Testing® (CLT) advocates that test-takers, whose voices
are usually marginalised, play a more active role in the process of assessment
and be given opportunities to offer a critical response (Shohamy, 2001); never-
theless, there has been limited academic research concerning learners’ percep-
tions of both classroom and high-stakes assessment.

In light of the dearth of research centring specifically on learners’
voices, this article outlines a study exploring adolescent learners’ perceptions
of the speaking and writing assessment they experience in English classrooms.
The presentation of research findings is preceded by a theoretical analysis of
the importance of learners’ perceptions in ensuring high quality foreign lan-
guage (FL) education and assessment. The present research study took a qual-
itative approach and used the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) (Flanagan,
1954) to examine both positive and negative instances of assessment of
speaking and writing skills. During oral interviews, the respondents reported
and elaborated on the assessment experiences they personally perceived as
particularly important, memorable and influential. The transcriptions of the

! The terms ‘testing’ and ‘assessment’ are often used interchangeably in the subject liter-
ature. The principles of CLT refer to language assessment at large (cf. Shohamy, 2001)
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interviews were content analysed in order to identify the properties of oral
and written assessment that appeared salient to adolescent learners.

2. Theoretical background

In a teacher-centred classroom, it was the teacher who was responsible
for creating the classroom environment, and selecting the content of teaching
and designing assessment tasks, whereas the learners were reduced to pas-
sive recipients of knowledge (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). Nowadays, more learner-
centred and person-centred approaches which promote learner autonomy,
encourage meaningful learning and engage learners in the learning and teach-
ing processes (cf. Jacobs & Renandya, 2016), are preferred in language peda-
gogy. Brooks and Brooks (1993: 60) note:

Seeking to understand students' points of view is essential to constructivist
education. (...) Students' points of view are windows into their reasoning. (...)
Teachers who operate without awareness of their students' points of view of-
ten doom students to dull, irrelevant experiences, and even failure.

Interestingly, this move from behaviouristic towards humanistic and construc-
tivist approaches has not been fully reflected in research — although there is
a relatively large body of studies on teachers’ perceptions of and beliefs about
different facets of teaching (Lee, Leong & Song, 2016; Pajares, 1992) and as-
sessment (e.g. Leung, 2004; Sahinkarakas, 2012), our understanding of learn-
ers’ perceptions of the foreign language (FL) learning and teaching, particu-
larly in terms of assessment, is limited.

Learners’ perceptions of teacher assessment practices, which involve the
choice of elicitation tasks and assessment criteria, the form of feedback and grad-
ing policies, shape a unigue classroom “assessment ‘character’ or environment”
(Brookhart, 2004: 444). Determined by how learners understand and respond to
the assessment practices they encounter, this group experience varies from class-
room to classroom and affects how learners perceive the usefulness, value and
significance of an assessment task (Entwistle & Entwistle, 1991). Classroom as-
sessment environment also determines students’ willingness to engage in a task
and may contribute to an increase or a decrease of student motivation (McMillan
& Workman, 1998). The impact of learners’ perceptions on their willingness to
engage in an assessment task was also confirmed in one of my earlier studies
(Czura, 2013), in which a group of adolescent learners failed to engage in portfolio
assessment due to an inconsistent grading policy and learners’ insufficient aware-
ness of the purpose and benefits of this form of assessment.
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Whereas there exists a volume of research on learners’ preferences as
regards FL corrective feedback techniques (cf. Lee, 2005; Leki, 1991; McMartin-
Miller, 2014), our knowledge about their perceptions of different facets of
classroom-based assessment is rather fragmentary. On the whole, research
suggests that learners perceive assessment and testing as an integral element
of language learning (Kelly et al., 2010; Mufioz, Alvares, 2007); however, it
appears they hold rather traditional views as regards their own role in the as-
sessment process. Studies focused on corrective feedback to written work
(Lee, 2004; Leki, 1991) and in-class assessment at large (Vavla & Gokaj, 2013)
revealed that according to the majority of learners it was the teachers and
teachers only that were responsible for feedback provision. Among the rea-
sons the learners most frequently recalled were their own insufficient L2 com-
petence, disinclination to engage in peer- and self-assessment and belief that
assessment is the teacher’s duty. In a similar vein, in a study conducted by
Mufioz and Alvares (2007), most learners considered their teachers to be ob-
jective evaluators, whereas nearly half of them were distrustful of their own
objectivity in the process of self-assessment. On the other hand, these con-
ventional and teacher-centred perceptions may stem from the fact that some
learners have never, or hardly ever, been afforded an opportunity to self-as-
sess their own, or their peers’ work (cf. Vavla & Gokaj, 2013).

Some researchers have aimed to harness learners’ affective responses
to assessment-related situations. For instance, a qualitative study based

on a draw-a-picture technique and interviews revealed that adolescent
learners associated the assessment procedures they experienced at school
with teachers’ criticism and reprimand, low grades and the stress related to a
test-taking situation. Significantly fewer learners referred to positive affective
states related to assessment, and these mainly derived from having a sense
of achievement, being praised by the teacher and receiving support from
teachers and peers. Irrespective of their overall opinion about assessment,
most learners viewed summative indicators such as grades and marks as an
important element of self-image (Xiao & Carless, 2013).

The complexity and variability of secondary school learners’ attitudes
to high-stakes examinations is illustrated in a longitudinal study conducted in
the Finnish context by Huhta, Kalaja and Pitkdnen-Huhta (2006). Oral diaries
kept over a time-span of 4 months enabled the researchers to gain insights
into the evolution of participants’ perceptions regarding the process of preparing
for the final examination and their attitudes to test taking itself, as well as their
reactions to their results. On the basis of the learners’ perceived importance of
the test, the time devoted to preparation and the self-perceived impact of this on
test results, the researchers identified several roles the participants adopted to
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talk about the final examination. The researchers termed the positive attribu-
tions hard-working, skilled, lucky and cool, and the negative attributions lazy,
poor, unlucky and nervous. Additionally, it was reported that variability of per-
ceptions was observed not only between learners, but also in the case of in-
dividual participants, whose perceptions changed over the course of the study
(Huhta, Kalaja & Pitk&nen-Huhta, 2006).

On the basis of a literature review, McMillan and Workman (1998: 22-23)
formulated a list of assessment practices conducive to creating a favourable as-
sessment environment, which involves (1) informing learners how learning will
be assessed; (2) offering specific feedback that helps learners improve their per-
formance; (3) using mistakes to improve future learning; (4) using assessment
tasks of moderate difficulty; (5) collecting information about learners’ perfor-
mance by means of multiple and diverse assessment types; (6) employing au-
thentic and meaningful assessment tasks; (7) using clearly articulated assessment
criteria throughout the assessment; (8) familiarising the learners with the criteria
before the assessment task is administered to facilitate systematic revision; and
(9) offering individualised incremental feedback to increase learner self-efficacy.

3. Research methodology
3.1. Research objectives

This qualitative study based on the critical incident technigue aims to
investigate adolescent learners’ perceptions of lived experiences of assess-
ment in the school context. The following research questions were addressed:

1. Whatinstances of oral and written assessment do adolescent learners
consider as particularly positive and negative?
2. What properties of oral and written assessment appear salient to ad-
olescent learners?
The analysis of both positive and negative experiences will also offer valuable in-
sight into classroom assessment practices, in particular as regards grading poli-
cies, the use of criteria, forms of feedback provision and variety of task types used.

3.2. Participants

The study was conducted in a lower secondary school in a large city in
Poland. Convenience sampling was used to select the participants. To avoid
any bias in further analysis, the researcher was not affiliated with the school
in any way and had not known the participants prior to data collection. Twenty
Polish adolescent learners (11 girls and 9 boys) aged 14-16 took part in the
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research. The learners represented A1+/A2 levels of proficiency, as estimated
by the school teachers. Even though they were taught by different English
teachers, the language instruction they received was otherwise comparable:
there were 3 English lessons per week, and the teaching was based on the
same syllabus and textbook. The language assessment procedures were de-
lineated by an internal set of assessment regulations that had been developed
and approved by all the language teachers in the school. According to these
regulations, FL assessment should involve written tests and revision quizzes
as well as more formative techniques (e.g. group/individual presentations,
projects, in-class and homework assignments) that would aim to elicit the four
language skills and aspects of language (grammar, vocabulary and pronuncia-
tion). Conducting the study in one school only aimed to ensure comparable
teaching content and assessment regulations. It also helped to explore the
assessment environment in a specific context.

3.3. Instrument and procedures

The Critical Incident Technique (CIT) was adopted in the present study to ex-
amine learners’ perceptions of the oral and writing assessment they have experi-
enced during lessons of English as a foreign language. The CIT can be defined as

A qualitative interview procedure which facilitates the investigation of signifi-
cant occurrences (events, incidents, processes, or issues) identified by the re-
spondent, the way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of perceived
effects. The objective is to gain understanding of the incident from the per-
spective of the individual, taking into account cognitive, affective, and behav-
ioural elements. (Chell, 1998: 56)

Since the CIT offers both a description and “an interpretation of the signifi-
cance of the event” (Tripp, 1993: 3), this technique enables researchers to gain in-
sights into participants’ behaviour, perceptions and attitudes. Gremler (2004) high-
lights that in order to use acritical incident for further analysis, the researcher
needs to (1) define explicitly how a critical incident is understood in the investigated
context and (2) provide criteria for including or excluding the incident from the
study. Introduced by Flanagan (1954) as a set of clearly defined procedures for the
purposes of retrospective qualitative research, CIT was first used mainly in the social
sciences. Recently it has also been applied in studies of foreign language learning
and teaching (e.g. Czura, 2017; Finch, 2010; Gabrys-Barker, 2012; McClure, 2007).

Written parental permissions were obtained at the onset of the study:.
The data were collected during individual oral interviews that took place in
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a separate room. During the interviews, the learners were asked to elaborate
on and interpret one particularly positive and one particularly negative in-
stance of FL speaking and writing assessment they had experienced. The inci-
dents could refer to both in-class and homework assignments. When needed,
the researcher asked facilitative questions to encourage the participants to
interpret the recalled situation, examine their own reactions and critically
evaluate the meaning of the incident and its consequences. Additionally, fur-
ther questions were asked as regards the administration of the assessment
task, grading and the criteria used. The interviews were audio-recorded, tran-
scribed and then content analysed by means of NVivo 9. Inductive content
analysis was used to identify main categories that emerged from the data. As
many of the responses expressed multiple meanings, the number of codes
exceeds the number of critical incidents reported by the participants (as illus-
trated in Figure 1 and 2 in the results section).

3.4. Results

Following Gremler’s (2004) specification presented above, for the pur-
poses of the study, a critical incident referred to a distinctive and clearly iden-
tifiable situation that was directly connected with classroom-based assess-
ment of either writing or speaking. Additionally, all the critical incidents had
to refer to assessment-related situations that took place in the school in which
the data was collected. Any responses that failed to meet these criteria were
excluded from further analysis.

3.4.1. Critical incidents of writing assessment

Fourteen accounts of positive incidents underwent further analysis— 4 re-
ports were excluded as they offered a general description of the assessment pro-
cess rather than an account of a single incident, and 2 participants failed to recall
asingular positive situation. Of the 20 responses, 12 were classified as negative
incidents. While one person considered the assessment of written skills as pre-
dominately repetitive and was thus unable to point to one particularly negative
situation, as many as 7 participants did not indicate any negative incidents, claim-
ing that they either could not recall or they had not experienced any negative
assessment situations. All the writing assessment tasks recalled by the learners
were graded, except for letters addressed to exchange partners, which, although
not graded directly, were taken into account in end-of-semester grading.
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Figure 1: The categories of learners’ perceptions of writing assessment.

On the basis of content analysis, five main categories of positive inci-
dents were found. The frequencies of codes within each category are provided
in Figure 1. The results reveal that eight learners attached considerable im-
portance to the freedom of expression and authenticity of written tasks. As
regards positive examples of text types, the learners mentioned a biography
of a famous person, description of a selected painting from the National Mu-
seum, personalised texts about their animals and other aspects of life, an en-
try about their city for a guide book, or a letter to an exchange partner abroad.
What they particularly appreciated about these tasks was the possibility of
using their knowledge and expressing opinions. As one of the learners noted,
“While [describing a city] | could use my extra knowledge, present something
other students might not know. | could also express my own opinion — write
what | like and what | dislike about my city” (P15).

The student involved in an international exchange programme under-
lined the benefits of personalised content and communicative language use
in an authentic context: “Firstly, I liked being able to communicate with a dif-
ferent country, but it was not the most important element. We could simply
write what we wanted, in any form, on any topic. We wrote what we really
wanted. Then we answered their questions and so on” (P20). The fact that the
teacher evaluated these letters did not seem to be of much importance to the
learner. Finally, one learner viewed writing a story as a means of stimulating
his/her creativity: “I'm a humanistic and very creative person. | often forget
about the form and focus too much on the content | want to convey” (P7).
Interestingly, a written task about volunteer work had a more substantial im-
pact on one of the participants:
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P18: We had to imagine we work as volunteers in a charity organisa-
tion and to write what we do there. | liked it a lot — it was great!

R (researcher): What did you like about it?

P18: Why? It was simply interesting (...) and encouraged me a bit
to take up voluntary work.

Moving onto the next category, it was observed that for three people it
was a good grade that made the assessment situation particularly memorable.
The reasons varied — for one person a four? was enough, whereas other learners
particularly appreciated being awarded the maximum number of points, or
a five. Participant P1 recalled a situation in which his/her efforts were addition-
ally appreciated by the teacher in front of the whole class: “l wrote [a biography]
really well as | had revised it at home. So, it was relatively easy and | got a five.
Also, the teacher praised me in front my peers. It was so great”.

In the two incidents coded as “task type”, the learners pointed out writ-
ing a short story (P3) and being engaged in collaborative writing (P4), which
was seen as a solution to the heavy time-load associated with writing tasks: “I
think it's better to work together in class, do some activities in groups (...).
Otherwise, instead of boasting to my parents about the five | got at school,
I would need to work on another written assignment at home”. Finally, one
participant underlined the importance of the teacher’s attitude and the qual-
ity of corrective feedback: “[The teacher] really made an effort to check our work.
[The teacher] did it honestly and with great care” (P2).

One of the learners made an interesting observation about writing as-
sessments in the classroom that might shed light on the relatively high num-
ber of positive incidents and learners’ predominantly positive attitudes to
writing assignments and teacher feedback in the present study. It appeared
that writing tasks were graded more leniently in comparison to other assess-
ment tools: “When it comes to writing tasks, we hardly ever get a bad grade.
We usually get worse grades for homework and tests” (P15).

As regards the negative incidents (see Fig. 1), the learners mainly com-
plained about written tasks in which the form, the word limit or the topic were
imposed by the teacher. As one of the learners noted, “I dislike the monotony
—those questions in emails or letters are so repetitive. One can learn them by
heart as the content of the letters is the same over and over again” (P17). As
one participant added, a description of a day that needs to imitate an imposed
pattern and include a set of expressions cannot be regarded as an authentic

2 The Polish grading system is based on the 1 to 6 scale, where 1 is the worst mark (fail)
and 6 is the best (exemplary).
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text: “It is not MY day!” (P13). The learner wanted to be able to identify with
the text he/she authors and then to “stand in front of the class and read a text
about what really happened” (P13). Another critical incident within this cate-
gory referred to an imposed topic that proved too difficult for the learners: “I
wouldn’t have known what to write in Polish on this topic” (P18). One learner
complained about an imposed word limit that made it impossible to express
his/her opinion and use a wide range of vocabulary and grammatical structures.

Three learners believed their performance had been graded unfairly.
Three cases stemmed from the lack of clearly stated criteria and insufficient
formative feedback on learners’ written performance. As one of them noted,
“Although I had fewer mistakes than my friend, who is more or less on the same
level, | got a lower grade” (P19). Another learner was dissatisfied with the four
he/she got from an optional task: “I think that in the case of optional tasks, it is
the learner who should decide whether or not to accept the grade”. The three
incidents that were assigned to the “administrative aspects” category referred
to situations in which the learners failed to complete the tasks successfully due,
in their opinion, to receiving an ambiguous or imprecise instruction for the task.
Finally, one learner was disheartened with the fact that the teacher failed to
correct or to provide any feedback on his/her written work.

3.4.2. Critical incidents of oral assessment

The participants provided accounts of 10 positive and 8 negative inci-
dents of assessing oral skills. The small number of incidents in these two cat-
egories results from the fact that, in the participants’ opinion, oral skills were
not assessed at all (7 learners), or because the participants failed to recall any
particular situation, either positive or negative.

Authenticity and I Lack of/inappropriate
freedom assessment criteria
validity |

Task type - Doability -

Teacher's attitude [

Stress .
Appreciation -
0 2 4 6 0 2 4 6
W positive incidents H negative incidents

Figure 2: The categories of learners’ perceptions of oral assessment.
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Similar to the results obtained in the previous section, oral assessments
that involved authentic, purposeful and meaningful content were most fre-
guently singled out as examples of positive incidents (see Fig. 2). Within this
category, the participants appreciated tasks that involved meaningful contexts
[“it was just a casual conversation about shopping — it prepared us for real-life
communication” (P15)], a free choice of topic and content, creativity and fluent
speech [e.g. “The teacher assessed our fluency and whether we say what we
really want to say, | mean, our opinions. It was the most important thing” (P9)].

Validity, understood here as the alignment of assessment tasks with the
objectives and content of teaching, appeared to be the second most important
aspect of assessment. The learners underlined that the assessment tasks had
been practised in class or at home before the assessment took place: “the good
thing was that the teacher asked questions and we had two or three days to
prepare the responses. Then we answered the questions and got agrade”
(P13). Finally, the least frequently mentioned positive aspects of oral assess-
ment involved the task type [“I liked when | was able to answer all the ques-
tions in a reading task” (P2)], a sense of appreciation [“l was very active that
day and | got a five. | was so glad the teacher had appreciated my work” (P7)]
and the teacher’s helpful hints during oral assessment.

The categories of negative critical incidents of oral assessment appeared
to be markedly different in comparison with the data presented previously. The
first broad category referred to assessment criteria. Two learners reported that
they had not been informed about assessment criteria before and/or after the
oral task was assigned — as one respondent noted, “I didn’t like that the teacher
hadn’t told us how the task had been graded” (P17). Three other participants
whose responses were coded under this category considered the assessment
criteria applied as unfair or inappropriate. In one case, with the support of the
rest of the class, the learner eventually managed to convince the teacher to
award him/her a higher grade for an oral presentation.

In two further negative critical incidents, the task proved undoable due
to a restrictive time limit and the difficulty of the task. Despite a generally pos-
itive view of an oral presentation that afforded a choice of topic, one learner
complained about an overly rigid time limit: “On the negative side, you were
given 5 minutes and your presentation can be neither slightly longer nor
slightly shorter. It was problematic for me as | speak quite quickly when | talk
to the rest of the class. | remember that although my presentation was four
pages long, it took less than 5 minutes” (P16). One participant raised the issue
of the stress associated with talking in front of the class: “Making a mistake in
front of the whole group is quite stressful (...). The teacher asked me about
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aword, and to translate it into English, and | gave a wrong one, and the whole
class knew the word and everyone stared at me. It was unpleasant” (P20).

4. Discussion

The higher number of positive critical incidents as well as some respondents’
inability to recall examples of negative incidents may be indicative of relatively
positive perceptions of speaking and writing assessment. The learners in the
sample most valued speaking and writing assessment for providing them with
opportunities for authentic and meaningful FL use, self-expression and a cre-
ative outlet. This finding is in agreement with McMillan and Workman’s
(1998) principle of the good assessment practices that underscore the use of
authentic elicitation tasks. Additionally, the learners appreciated the alignment
of assessment with teaching content, and task variety, which ranged from an-
swering alist of questions, to more creative and collaborative exercises. This
finding highlights the importance of assessing speaking and writing skills on
a number of occasions and by means of diverse task types in order to cater for
the needs of learners with different skills, learning styles and levels of FL com-
petence. Interestingly, although assessment is typically perceived as a source of
anxiety, assessment-related stress was mentioned by only one person.

Despite the predominantly positive views of speaking and writing as-
sessment, some worrying observations should be addressed here. First of all,
as reported by the learners, the assessment of speaking skills was visibly ne-
glected, which has been observed in a number of other educational contexts
(Luoma, 2004; Vavla & Gokaj, 2013). The planning and administration of the
assessment of speaking skills may raise a number of challenges to teachers,
such as the need to define the construct, establish assessment criteria, select
appropriate speaking tasks, manage time and provide reliable and informative
feedback. Regardless of these practicality issues, speaking assessment should
not be downplayed in the classroom as it is the productive skills that stand at
the heart of communication. The position of speaking skills in Polish schools
is alarming, especially in the light of the “Learning and teaching foreign lan-
guages in lower secondary school” study (Gajewska-Dyszkiewicz et al., 2015),
which indicated that excessive focus on practising receptive skills and the
teaching of grammar and vocabulary at the cost of productive skills is com-
monplace (see also Ellis, 2015). It is worth noting that although both adoles-
cent learners and teachers in that study viewed speaking as the most im-
portant skill, there is a marked discrepancy between the perceptions of the
frequency of speaking assessment in the school context — whereas as many
as 51% of teachers claimed oral skills are assessed on a regular basis, only 23%
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of learners shared this opinion (Ellis, 2018). The neglect as regards assessment
of speaking skills may also result from the negative washback effect of the
end-of-school examination in the foreign language that comprises only writ-
ten tasks. As a result, writing task types that are likely to appear in the exam-
ination tend to be over-practised. A similar negative impact of final assess-
ment on learning and teaching can be observed across different educational
contexts (Ellis, 2018; Ene & Hryniuk, 2016; Kremmel, Eberharter & Mauret,
2018; Zawadowska-Kittel, 2013).

Based on the learners’ accounts in the present study, it can be stated that
the teachers’ approaches to grading writing and oral assignments and the use of
assessment criteria were occasionally inconsistent, which, coupled with setting
unrealistic time limits and minor doability problems, indicates that the results of
some assessments may not be reliable. The violation of the reliability criterion,
one of the key principles of good assessment (Bachman, 1990), is even more pro-
nounced in the incidents that pointed to situations in which the criteria were not
disclosed to the learners. Insufficient familiarity with assessment criteria, also ob-
served in other studies (Aitken, 2011; Czura, 2016), may decrease the formative
value of feedback on learners’ performance and, in the long term, inhibit learner
motivation (Huhta, Kalaja, & Pitkdnen-Huhta, 2006; McMillan & Workman, 1998).
Insufficient reliability of assessment additionally raises the issue of ethical assess-
ment—only the use of clear and consistent criteria can ensure fair, unbiased feed-
back that can help learners improve their future performance.

Although the interviews touched upon the sensitive topic of evaluation
and assessment, the learners seemed to have been relatively unbiased in their
evaluations and eagerly shared their stories of positive and negative assessment
experiences. They tended to evaluate a specific situation objectively, without re-
sorting to attacking teachers personally. Naturally, some of the problems listed by
the learners, for instance, the complaints regarding word/time limits, suggest that
the learners misunderstood the objective of the assessment task, which calls for
a need for tasks and criteria to be presented in greater detail in the future.

Finally, it is worth analysing the use of CIT in this study on learners’ per-
ceptions. On the positive side, the CIT did not restrict learners’ choices in any
way — they were free to choose any type of writing or oral assessment they
viewed particularly positive or negative. Throughout the study, the learners
provided well-balanced and objective responses, and were, in most cases,
able to provide well-developed justifications of their choices. Learners’ per-
ceptions, expressed through open-ended and unrestricted responses, re-
vealed some variability as regards the preference for assessment task types,
the perceived importance of grading and the expectations of the teacher’s
role in speaking and writing assessment. The CIT, therefore, offered a valuable
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insight into the properties of oral and written assessment which adolescent
learners consider as particularly important. However, the picture of assess-
ment practices in the investigated context is not comprehensive as, by defini-
tion, examples of critical incidents presented by learners focused only on se-
lected aspects of language assessment. Moreover, the results of the study re-
fer to a small sample of learners and are constrained to the unique assess-
ment environment of one specific school, and therefore should not be gener-
alised to other settings. Further studies are required to gain more in-depth
understanding of learners’ perceptions of language assessment. Additionally,
future researchers could compare learners™ and teachers™ views of assess-
ment by means of both qualitative and quantitative methods.

5. Conclusions

Assessment plays a powerful role in education; therefore, every attempt
should be made to provide high quality assessment tasks that are valid, reliable,
practical, authentic and aligned with the learning objectives. Many incidents of
assessments recalled by the participants meet these criteria, which is indicative
of a generally positive assessment environment in this school. Although the final
exam undoubtedly exerts a mild impact on the choice of writing tasks, the learn-
ers are often invited to write creative, personalised texts that encourage freedom
of expression and authentic language use. However, there is some room for im-
provement, particularly as regards setting assessment criteria and informing
learners about them, providing coherent feedback and following a clearly-de-
fined grading policy. Given the subjective nature of providing feedback on open-
ended task types, these aspects have a profound impact on the reliability, conse-
guential validity and ethics of assessment. Another alarming phenomenon is the
visible neglect of speaking assessment, which despite its reputation for being
time-consuming and difficult to conduct, should be treated as an inherent ele-
ment of classroom-based assessment.

Finally, despite a growing interest in critical language testing, in the in-
vestigated context, the oral and written assessment tend to be teacher-cen-
tred - it is the teacher who decides about the types of tasks, assessment cri-
teria and administrative issues. Many of the misunderstandings reported by
the learners in this study could be easily avoided provided teachers engage in
dialogue with learners, which, as Lambert (2003: 34) stresses, may have “an
almost magical effect on what we say: issues and problems are held at arms’
length and examined from all sides instead of being subjected to quick opin-
ions and ready solutions”.
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