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
in this way that they can contribute
more empirical evidence on the
to any debates concerning assessĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞƵƐĞŽĨĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚĚĂƚĂ͕
ment policies and thus avoid having
most teachers would agree that inƚŽƵŶƋƵĞƐƟŽŶŝŶŐůǇĂĐĐĞƉƚŝŵƉŽƐŝͲ
ƐƚƌƵĐƟŽŶŝƐŝŶŇƵĞŶĐĞĚďǇƚĞƐƚĐŽŶͲ
ƟŽŶƐĨƌŽŵĂďŽǀĞ͘<ůĞŶŽǁƐŬŝĂŶĚ
tent and results, especially in the
tǇĂƩ-Smith (2012) believe that if a
ĐĂƐĞŽĨŚŝŐŚƐƚĂŬĞƐƚĞƐƟŶŐ͘dŚĞ
test is to improve outcomes and enwashback eﬀect of a language test
hance learning then there needs to
ŽŶĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐĞĞŵƐƚŽďĞ
be “agreement that the teacher, not
undeniable, however, it need not
the test, is the primary change
ĂůǁĂǇƐďĞŶĞŐĂƟǀĞĂŶĚƐƚƵůƟĨǇŝŶŐ͘
agent” (p. 75). This means giving
WŽƐŝƟǀĞǁĂƐŚďĂĐŬŝƐŵŽƌĞůŝŬĞůǇƚŽ
more weight to teacher judgement
ensue if tests are produced with an
ďǇĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐŝŶŐƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐƚŽƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ
awareness of the learning context.
themselves as examiners. In this way
According to Whitehead (2007) the
they are likely to feel that their
validity of
judgement
tests “can be
ŵĂƩĞƌƐ͘
“Teacher judgement can
improved if
Teacher judgeserve to heighten the
they have a
ment can serve
degree of
formative potential of
to heighten the
ecological
language tests and it is for
ĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞƉŽƚĞŶͲ
validity, that
this reason that there should
ƟĂůŽĨůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ
is, if they
be more opportunities for
tests and it is for
reﬂect how
teachers to play the role of
this reason that
teachers
there should be
examiners.”
teach, how
more opportunistudents
ƟĞƐĨŽƌƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ
learn, and how students use the conto play the role of examiners. Harlen
tent assessed” (p. 449). Providing
(2005) is in favour of involving teachteachers with a sense of ownership
ers in tests because through such
by encouraging them to play an ac“ ...involvement they develop ownƟǀĞƌŽůĞŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐŝƐůŝŬĞůǇ
ership of the procedures and criteria
ƚŽŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞŝƚƐĨŽƌŵĂƟǀĞƉŽƚĞŶƟĂů
and understand the process of asĂŶĚůĞĂĚƚŽŵŽƌĞĞīĞĐƟǀĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͘
ƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚ͕ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐƐƵĐŚŵĂƩĞƌƐĂƐ
Learning in this case does not only
what makes an adequate sample of
apply to students but more signiﬁbehaviour, as well as the goals and
cantly to teachers.
processes of learning” (p. 221). The
Teachers’ involvement in language
ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƟŽŶŝƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ
ƚĞƐƟŶŐŚĞůƉƐƚŽĚŝŵŝŶŝƐŚƚŚĞĂůŝĞŶĂͲ
and skills they develop by being inƟŽŶƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇƐŽŵĞƟŵĞƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ volved in test design will feed into
ŝŶƌĞůĂƟŽŶƚŽƚĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚĂƌĞŝŵƉůĞͲ
ƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ͘,ŽǁͲ
ŵĞŶƚĞĚǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƚŚĞŝƌĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƟŽŶ͘
ĞǀĞƌ͕ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐĂƌĞƐƟůůŶŽƚĂĐƟǀĞůǇ
Teachers need to be able to deconŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐĂŶĚƚŚŝƐ
ƐƚƌƵĐƚĂůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƚĂŶĚŝĚĞŶƟĨǇŝƚƐ ŝƐƉƌŽďĂďůǇĚƵĞƚŽƚŚĞƉĞƌĐĞƉƟŽŶ
strengths and weaknesses. It is only
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŝƌĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐĂƌĞ
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insuﬃciently reliable. The main danŐĞƌŝŶƐƵĐŚĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶŝƐŝŶƌĞůĂƟŽŶƚŽ
the validity of the assessment system. A system that aims to safeguard its validity while improving
outcomes will seek to harness the
teachers’ knowledge of the learning
context.
dŚĞƐŽůƵƟŽŶƚŽĂůĂĐŬŽĨƌĞůŝĂďŝůŝƚǇŝŶ
ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ͛ĂƐƐĞƐƐŵĞŶƚƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐŝƐ
best addressed by means of training
and not by barring them from parƟĐŝƉĂƟŶŐŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐ͘dĞĂĐŚͲ
ĞƌƐ͛ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐ
helps to bolster conﬁdence in their
own judgement and to develop
their assessment literacy. Providing
teachers with adequate training is
crucial, especially since professional
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƟĞƐƚŚĂƚ
target teachers’ assessment literacy
have been associated with an improvement in student outcomes.
Research seems to show that teachers’ assessment literacy is rather
poor and this leads them to assess
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐŝŶƚŚĞůĂƌŐĞůǇŝŶĞīĞĐƟǀĞ
way they themselves were assessed.
Moreover, their failure to underƐƚĂŶĚƚŚĞƉƵƌƉŽƐĞŽĨƚĞƐƟŶŐĂīĞĐƚƐ
ƚŚĞŝƌĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐĂŶĚĂƫͲ
tudes towards assessment. TeachĞƌƐ͛ŝŶǀŽůǀĞŵĞŶƚŝŶůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐ
might be a means of addressing
some of these problems.
The signiﬁcance of such involvement became apparent to my colleagues and me when we agreed to
contribute to the design and impleŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶŽĨĂŶŶŐůŝƐŚƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ
ĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶĂƚĚǀĂŶĐĞĚůĞǀĞůŝŶ
Malta (Vella Briﬀa & Xerri, 2013).
This component, which forms part
ŽĨƐĞĐŽŶĚůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞĞĚƵĐĂƟŽŶĂŶĚ
caters for the needs of around 600
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ƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƟǀĞƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĐĂŶĚŝĚĂƚĞƐ͕
was not available prior to April
ϮϬϭϯ͘hƉŽŶƚŚĞƉƵďůŝĐĂƟŽŶŽĨĂ
ƐŬĞƚĐŚǇƐǇůůĂďƵƐĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƟŽŶŽĨƚŚŝƐ
ĐŽŵƉŽŶĞŶƚďǇƚŚĞŶĂƟŽŶĂůĞǆĂŵŝͲ
ŶĂƟŽŶďŽĚǇ͕ǁĞƚŽŽŬƚŚĞŝŶŝƟĂƟǀĞ
ƚŽĚƌĂŌĂĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞůŝƐƚŽĨ
ƐƉĞĐŝĮĐĂƟŽŶƐ͕ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐĂŶĚƐĂŵͲ
ƉůĞƚĞƐƚŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐƚŚĂƚǁĂƐƵůƟŵĂƚĞͲ
ly adopted as the oﬃcial examinaƟŽŶŵĂŶƵĂů͘KƵƌĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĂƐ
teachers allowed us to address the
gaps present in the original syllabus
so that our students and other candidates were provided with a reliable 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,
ƚƌŝĂůƚŚĞƚĂƐŬƐ͕ĐƌĞĂƚĞĂŶĂŶĂůǇƟĐ
scale, and calibrate the scale. Our
work was formally acknowledged by
ƚŚĞŶĂƟŽŶĂůĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶďŽĚǇ͕
ǁŚŝĐŚďĞƐŝĚĞƐŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƟŶŐƚŚĞ
ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ͕ƌƵďƌŝĐƐĂŶĚƟŵŝŶŐǁĞ
had formulated in the manual also
entrusted us with the task of trainŝŶŐƉƌŽƐƉĞĐƟǀĞĞǆĂŵŝŶĞƌƐ͘&ŽƌƚŚŝƐ
task we devised an intensive training programme that provided parƟĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁŝƚŚƉůĞŶƚǇŽĨŚĂŶĚƐ-on
ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞ͘KŶƚŚĞĮƌƐƚƐŝƫŶŐŽĨƚŚĞ
ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐĞǆĂŵŝŶĂƟŽŶǁĞĂůƐŽĂĐƚĞĚ
as examiners.

them to play a role in reforming lanŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƟŶŐƐŽƚŚĂƚŝƚŝƐŵŽƌĞĞƋƵŝͲ
table and more likely to enhance
ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵƉƌĂĐƟĐĞƐ͘ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƚ
that adopts such an inclusive apƉƌŽĂĐŚĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞƐŵŽƌĞĞīĞĐƟǀĞ
learning on the part of teachers.
hůƟŵĂƚĞůǇ͕ƚŚŝƐŝƐƚŽƚŚĞďĞŶĞĮƚŽĨ
all their students.
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Our involvement in the design and
ŝŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĂƟŽŶŽĨĂůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƚĞƐƚ
not only helped develop our assessment literacy but most importantly
ĂůůŽǁĞĚƵƐƚŽŝĚĞŶƟĨǇŽƵƌďĞůŝĞĨƐ
ĂŶĚĂƫƚƵĚĞƐŝŶƌĞůĂƟŽŶƚŽĂƐƐĞƐƐͲ
ment and to work to improve these
ďǇŵĞĂŶƐŽĨƌĞŇĞĐƟŽŶĂŵŽŶŐƐƚŽƵƌͲ
ƐĞůǀĞƐ͘ŶĂďůŝŶŐƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐƚŽƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ
themselves as examiners empowers
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