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How a good language test can support effective learning:
Putting learning, teaching and assessment together
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Even though there is a need for
more empirical evidence on the
ĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ�ĚĂƚĂ͕�
most teachers would agree that in-
ƐƚƌƵĐƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�ŝŶŇƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚĞƐƚ�ĐŽŶͲ
tent and results, especially in the
ĐĂƐĞ�ŽĨ�ŚŝŐŚ�ƐƚĂŬĞƐ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ͘�dŚĞ�
washback effect of a language test 
ŽŶ�ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞ�ƐĞĞŵƐ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�
undeniable, however, it need not
ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ďĞ�ŶĞŐĂƟǀĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƐƚƵůƟĨǇŝŶŐ͘�
WŽƐŝƟǀĞ�ǁĂƐŚďĂĐŬ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�ƚŽ�
ensue if tests are produced with an
awareness of the learning context.
According to Whitehead (2007) the
validity of
tests “can be
improved if
they have a
degree of
ecological
validity, that
is, if they
reflect how 
teachers
teach, how
students
learn, and how students use the con-
tent assessed” (p. 449). Providing
teachers with a sense of ownership
by encouraging them to play an ac-
ƟǀĞ�ƌŽůĞ�ŝŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�ŝƐ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�
ƚŽ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ�ŝƚƐ�ĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞ�ƉŽƚĞŶƟĂů�
ĂŶĚ�ůĞĂĚ�ƚŽ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĞīĞĐƟǀĞ�ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͘�
Learning in this case does not only
apply to students but more signifi-
cantly to teachers.

Teachers’ involvement in language
ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�ŚĞůƉƐ�ƚŽ�ĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĂůŝĞŶĂͲ
ƟŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƐŽŵĞƟŵĞƐ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�
ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƟŽŶ�ƚŽ�ƚĞƐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ŝŵƉůĞͲ
ŵĞŶƚĞĚ�ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƟŽŶ͘�
Teachers need to be able to decon-
ƐƚƌƵĐƚ�Ă�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƚ�ĂŶĚ�ŝĚĞŶƟĨǇ�ŝƚƐ�
strengths and weaknesses. It is only

in this way that they can contribute
to any debates concerning assess-
ment policies and thus avoid having
ƚŽ�ƵŶƋƵĞƐƟŽŶŝŶŐůǇ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ŝŵƉŽƐŝͲ
ƟŽŶƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ĂďŽǀĞ͘�<ůĞŶŽǁƐŬŝ�ĂŶĚ�
tǇĂƩ-Smith (2012) believe that if a
test is to improve outcomes and en-
hance learning then there needs to
be “agreement that the teacher, not
the test, is the primary change
agent” (p. 75). This means giving
more weight to teacher judgement
ďǇ�ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐ�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�
themselves as examiners. In this way
they are likely to feel that their

judgement
ŵĂƩĞƌƐ͘

Teacher judge-
ment can serve
to heighten the
ĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞ�ƉŽƚĞŶͲ
ƟĂů�ŽĨ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�
tests and it is for
this reason that
there should be
more opportuni-

ƟĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ�
to play the role of examiners. Harlen
(2005) is in favour of involving teach-
ers in tests because through such
“ ...involvement they develop own-
ership of the procedures and criteria
and understand the process of as-
ƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ͕�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ŵĂƩĞƌƐ�ĂƐ�
what makes an adequate sample of
behaviour, as well as the goals and
processes of learning” (p. 221). The
ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�
and skills they develop by being in-
volved in test design will feed into
ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽǁŶ�ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ͘�,ŽǁͲ
ĞǀĞƌ͕�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ�ĂƌĞ�ƐƟůů�ŶŽƚ�ĂĐƟǀĞůǇ�
ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ�ŝŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚŝƐ�
ŝƐ�ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ�ĚƵĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌĐĞƉƟŽŶ�
ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ�ĂƌĞ�
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serve to heighten the

formative potential of

language tests and it is for
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teachers to play the role of
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insufficiently reliable. The main dan-
ŐĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƟŽŶ�ƚŽ�
the validity of the assessment sys-
tem. A system that aims to safe-
guard its validity while improving
outcomes will seek to harness the
teachers’ knowledge of the learning
context.

dŚĞ�ƐŽůƵƟŽŶ�ƚŽ�Ă�ůĂĐŬ�ŽĨ�ƌĞůŝĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ŝŶ�
ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ͛�ĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ�ŝƐ�
best addressed by means of training
and not by barring them from par-
ƟĐŝƉĂƟŶŐ�ŝŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ͘�dĞĂĐŚͲ
ĞƌƐ͛�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŝŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�
helps to bolster confidence in their 
own judgement and to develop
their assessment literacy. Providing
teachers with adequate training is
crucial, especially since professional
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƟĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�
target teachers’ assessment literacy
have been associated with an im-
provement in student outcomes.
Research seems to show that teach-
ers’ assessment literacy is rather
poor and this leads them to assess
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƌŐĞůǇ�ŝŶĞīĞĐƟǀĞ�
way they themselves were assessed.
Moreover, their failure to under-
ƐƚĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�ĂīĞĐƚƐ�
ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƫͲ
tudes towards assessment. Teach-
ĞƌƐ͛�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚ�ŝŶ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�
might be a means of addressing
some of these problems.

The significance of such involve-
ment became apparent to my col-
leagues and me when we agreed to
contribute to the design and imple-
ŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ��ŶŐůŝƐŚ�ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ�
ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ�Ăƚ��ĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ�ůĞǀĞů�ŝŶ�
Malta (Vella Briffa & Xerri, 2013). 
This component, which forms part
ŽĨ�ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ĞĚƵĐĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�
caters for the needs of around 600

ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƟǀĞ�ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ�ĐĂŶĚŝĚĂƚĞƐ͕�
was not available prior to April
ϮϬϭϯ͘�hƉŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƵďůŝĐĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�
ƐŬĞƚĐŚǇ�ƐǇůůĂďƵƐ�ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�
ĐŽŵƉŽŶĞŶƚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ĞǆĂŵŝͲ
ŶĂƟŽŶ�ďŽĚǇ͕�ǁĞ�ƚŽŽŬ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶŝƟĂƟǀĞ�
ƚŽ�ĚƌĂŌ�Ă�ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞ�ůŝƐƚ�ŽĨ�
ƐƉĞĐŝĮĐĂƟŽŶƐ͕�ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĂŵͲ
ƉůĞ�ƚĞƐƚ�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĂƐ�ƵůƟŵĂƚĞͲ
ly adopted as the official examina-
ƟŽŶ�ŵĂŶƵĂů͘�KƵƌ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ĂƐ�
teachers allowed us to address the
gaps present in the original syllabus
so that our students and other can-
didates were provided with a relia-
ble and valid form of assessment. In
a lengthy process made up of a
number of stages we learnt a lot
about how to structure a speaking
exam, write and moderate tasks,
ƚƌŝĂů�ƚŚĞ�ƚĂƐŬƐ͕�ĐƌĞĂƚĞ�ĂŶ�ĂŶĂůǇƟĐ�
scale, and calibrate the scale. Our
work was formally acknowledged by
ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ�ďŽĚǇ͕�
ǁŚŝĐŚ�ďĞƐŝĚĞƐ�ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƟŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�
ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ͕�ƌƵďƌŝĐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƟŵŝŶŐ�ǁĞ�
had formulated in the manual also
entrusted us with the task of train-
ŝŶŐ�ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƟǀĞ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƌƐ͘�&Žƌ�ƚŚŝƐ�
task we devised an intensive train-
ing programme that provided par-
ƟĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƉůĞŶƚǇ�ŽĨ�ŚĂŶĚƐ-on
ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞ͘�KŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĮƌƐƚ�ƐŝƫŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�
ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ�ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶ�ǁĞ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂĐƚĞĚ�
as examiners.

Our involvement in the design and
ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�Ă�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƚ�
not only helped develop our assess-
ment literacy but most importantly
ĂůůŽǁĞĚ�ƵƐ�ƚŽ�ŝĚĞŶƟĨǇ�ŽƵƌ�ďĞůŝĞĨƐ�
ĂŶĚ�ĂƫƚƵĚĞƐ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƟŽŶ�ƚŽ�ĂƐƐĞƐƐͲ
ment and to work to improve these
ďǇ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞŇĞĐƟŽŶ�ĂŵŽŶŐƐƚ�ŽƵƌͲ
ƐĞůǀĞƐ͘��ŶĂďůŝŶŐ�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ�ƚŽ�ƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�
themselves as examiners empowers

them to play a role in reforming lan-
ŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƟŶŐ�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĞƋƵŝͲ
table and more likely to enhance
ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ͘���ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ�ƚĞƐƚ�
that adopts such an inclusive ap-
ƉƌŽĂĐŚ�ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĞīĞĐƟǀĞ�
learning on the part of teachers.
hůƟŵĂƚĞůǇ͕�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƚŽ��ƚŚĞ�ďĞŶĞĮƚ�ŽĨ�
all their students.
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