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Abstract

The article examines psychological and pedagogical contexts of the birth and the devel-
opment of formative evaluation in second and foreign language teaching and learning.
Research on its educational value, meta-analyses and case studies conducted in a number
of school systems under the auspices of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) are presented with examples of ways in which research informed

the educational policy of various countries and impacted on school evaluation strate-
gies. Attention is given to challenges and controversies faced by schools in the process

of implementing formative evaluation and/or integrating it with summative approaches.
Implications are also sought for pre- and in-service teacher education.

1. Introduction

Until the end of the 1950s teaching was considered the sole factor of a student’s success
as dictated by behavioural assumptions according to which learning equals the devel-
opment of habits, the process is based on mechanical repetition and thus takes place in
a similar way in every individual. With overlearning as the only aim, the Audiolingual
Method guaranteeing automatization gained the status of the ultimate cause of students’
achievement. In consequence any form of assessment other than final examinations
was considered redundant. With imitation as the main learning technique, error was
not expected to appear, therefore correction had no place in the teaching process nor
had any form of feedback (Van Patten, Williams 2015).

A considerable change of perspective took place with the promotion of cognitive
approaches in second and foreign language teaching. As varying degrees of success
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observed within the same didactic and organizational framework were given due
consideration, differences started to be attributed to learning rather than to teaching
processes. The rapid growth of cognitive methodology in the 1960s and the birth
of the Communicative Approach in language education in the early 1970s led to
increased interest in ways of creating environments conducive to effective language
acquisition (de Bot 2015).

Support came from educational sciences. The first sign of interest in the stages
of the learning process and their implications for curricula and teaching methods
appeared with the work of the team led by Benjamin Bloom and the publication of
their seminal Taxonomy of educational objectives. The classification of educational
goals, the first volume of which presenting the cognitive domain was published
in 1956 and the second volume - devoted to the affective realm - eight years later
(Bloom et al. 1956, 1964).

This attention to pedagogical aims, a topic of utmost importance for the cur-
riculum theory, brought immediate results in the field of syllabus and materials
design and called for methods of their evaluation (Kunnan 2015). Until then cur-
ricula and syllabi had been designed according to postulates formulated by Robert
Tyler and Hilda Taba who believed the learning outcomes to be the sole measure of
quality of the documents produced (Tyler 1949; Taba 1966). This approach resulted
in an unprecedented interest in summative evaluation of educational achievement.
Curriculum construction, therefore, did not involve any form of built-in evalua-
tion; the value of the project was assessed at the end of the course at which a given
curriculum was implemented. Michael Scriven was the first researcher to introduce
innovation in this field. Instead of starting evaluation procedures related to the
educational value of curricula and/or coursebooks after the actual course ended,
he postulated ongoing evaluation, labelling the procedure with a newly coined
term - formative evaluation (Scriven 1967).

The present text will examine the history of research on formative evaluation in
language teaching, forms this type of assessment can take in language education,
and difficulties encountered in its implementation, as well as implications of the
data obtained for pre- and in-service teacher education.

2. The birth and early development of formative evaluation in second and foreign
language teaching - lessons from the past

With the advent of the Communicative Approach to second and foreign language
teaching it soon became obvious that, with the changing perspective on student
learning, language teachers needed to engage in individualized instruction and with
the changing approach to error now considered a learning step, instructors needed
new ways to enhance teacher-student interaction. In general education this process
started a few years earlier. As early as the 1960s Bloom postulated a frequent use of
feedback and correctives in the classroom (Bloom 1968), therefore in communica-
tive language teaching not only were various ways of preventing the occurrence of
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mistakes at language lessons promoted, but also a whole spectrum of error correc-
tion techniques.

These developments rendered the final, end-of-course or end-of-term evaluation
of educational achievement insufficient. Scriven’s concept of formative evaluation in
curriculum development was then transferred to the sphere of learning. Formative
and summative evaluation of educational attainment were first introduced as equally
valuable assessment formats in Bloom’s Handbook of formative and summative
evaluation of student learning, a publication that would remain a testers’ bible for
many years to come (Bloom et al. 1971). Since that moment most educators have
come to believe that formative evaluation is criterion- rather than norm-referenced,
therefore in many areas, language education included, it has been geared toward
specific achievement rather than general linguistic proficiency.

Although the 1970s opened the path for innovations such as evaluating learners’
progress and not only the outcome, a real breakthrough came in the 1980s as a result
of further changes in curriculum theory and practice.

Asidentification and clarification of curricular aims became more specific, more
precision was also needed in assessing degrees of achievement of particular cur-
ricular goals. What is more, dynamics of the very process of achieving those goals
gained researchers’ attention, becoming one of the most important criteria of course
evaluation (Taylor, Richards 1985; Ornstein, Hunkins 1988). To successfully assess
the value of curricula and materials in a new way, not only summative, but also
formative assessment of the learners’ progress proved indispensable. A new model
of curriculum evaluation was promoted, stressing the need to take learners’, parents’
and teachers’ perspectives into consideration (Sevigny 1981; Bogdan, Biklen 1982).
This so-called triangulation built on the largely ignored and undeservedly forgot-
ten evaluation models proposed more than a decade earlier — one presented by
Stake (1967) and another by Stufflebeam (1969), the latter popularly referred to as
the Context-Input-Process-Product (CIPP) Model.

Multiple perspectives contributed to the call for a closer look at what was tak-
ing place in the classroom. The increasing role of recording the learning process
and reacting to what was being observed added significance to the then innovative
concept of formative evaluation. Since that time the term evaluation has been used
much more often with reference to curricula and materials, while the term assess-
ment has become associated with classroom learning.

Interest in evaluation in general and in formative evaluation in particular grew
throughout the the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. Important journals emerged in this new
field of research such as Assessment in Education, Mésure et Evaluation en Education
or Unterrichtswissenschaft. Many reputable general educational journals started
publishing articles and studies on the subject. Important books in the field were
published from the 1970s (Cardinet 1977; Allal et al. 1979) throughout the 1980s
(Ingenkamp 1985; Cardinet 1986; de Ketele 1986) up to the end of the 20™ century
(Weiss 1991; Gregoire 1996; Bonniol, Vial 1997; Hadji 1997; Perrenoud 1998; Her-
rmann, Hofer 1999). Summative evaluation in language education moved through
the psychometric-structuralist period linked to late audiolingual and early cognitive
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approaches and the psycholinguistic-sociolinguistic one linked to the integrative
trends of the Communicative Approach. With the promotion of the Communica-
tive Approach summative and formative types of evaluation were found to fulfil
complementary functions in education.

A key theoretical development helping to dispel the idea of the two evaluation
types being mutually exclusive was the introduction of the concept of teacher regula-
tion and the classification of regulation activities. Proactive regulation was defined
as an activity during which goals are differentiated depending on the needs and
predispositions of the learners, interactive regulation as occurring throughout the
learning process, and retroactive regulation as an act consisting in feedback and cor-
rection (Allal 1993). At this stage, however, formative evaluation was still primarily
viewed as a different way of securing useful and supportive assessment than as a way
of raising the quality of learning to improve both its process and its product.

Results of numerous research projects and implementation studies conducted
in the first three decades of formative evaluation in the French and English educa-
tional practice were discussed in detailed reviews of literature (Fuchs, Fuchs 1986;
Laveault 1992; Kluger, DeNisi 1996; Black, Wiliam 1998; Louis 1999).

3. Formative evaluation today. How does research inform the educational policy?

In the 21 century formative evaluation has gained more and more attention and
status, starting with the field of curriculum studies (Figari, Achouche 2001; Pinar
2004; Tedesco et al. 2014; Alismail, McGuire 2015). Growing in importance in the
contemporary pedagogical theory, the new approach was soon deemed valuable in
areas far beyond syllabus and materials design and became translated into the day-
to-day assessment practice of state and public schools (Heritage 2013). Rather than
a mere assessment technique, formative evaluation has come to be viewed as a way
of collecting important data about learners and their learning - a powerful tool to
enhance classroom interaction and improve educational achievement by means of
promoting learning strategies and developing learning to learn skills. Wiliam de-
clared it to function as “the bridge between teaching and learning” (Wiliam 2010).

Multiple research projects in the field have been presented and evaluated over
the past two decades. The first impressive meta-analysis was prepared in the last
few years of the 20" century by Black and Wiliam (1998) who analyzed 250 studies
from the field of formative assessment.

The 21* century brought new data as in 2008 Hattie examined over 8oo publica-
tions on the subject (Hattie 2008). Although not all research data were conclusive
(Rodriguez 2004), OECD’s Center for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI),
basing on numerous positive reports, commissioned reviews of the most important
English, French and German publications on formative evaluation. In English-
speaking countries research concentrated mainly on the evaluation of educational
achievement in classes working within the formative framework, i.e. researchers
used quantitative methods to assess final learning outcomes. Although studies under
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examination ranged from pre-schools to colleges, learning gains were observed in
all age groups. In French- and German-speaking countries research tended to be
more qualitatively oriented and looked into ways in which formative assessment was
being implemented in classrooms in the day-to-day work of teachers and learners.
Attention moved to specific techniques used by teachers applying formative evalu-
ation in their work as well as to types of activities that offered the most benefits to
students (Allal, Lopez 2015; Black, Wiliam 2015; Kéller 2015).

Teacher-made action research projects also brought very promising conclusions,
especially in showing how the introduction of formative assessment encouraged
teachers who had previously concentrated on performance objectives and ‘teach-
ing to the test’ to considerably change their classroom strategies by targeting more
specific learning goals and attempting to successfully create learning opportunities
which would help to achieve set aims (Black 2010). Refocusing of this kind was in
line with the guidelines of the European educational policy stressing metacognition
and control strategies, postulating self-awareness, flexibility, individual learner’s
growth and peer-co-operation together with learning to learn competencies instead
of the traditional emphasis on competition and ranking (CEFR 2001).

The most valuable data obtained in research projects across the world were those
which nuanced and contextualized the impact of formative assessment on student
learning. It was noticed, for example, that teachers were more successful following
the new work format when they had the know-how to skilfully moderate classroom
discourse; otherwise the results were less impressive. “Wait time”, i.e. time the
teacher waits for the learner’s answer, was also noticed to be crucial according to
basic requirements of the “pedagogy of time” as otherwise the teacher has no chance
to elicit any production whatsoever, cannot become aware of the learner’s potential
or assess students’ performance.

Formative evaluation proved most useful if feedback was offered immediately.
What is more, not every kind of feedback was actually productive; the so-called ego-
involving feedback addressed at the personality of the learner tended to demotivate,
while performance-oriented feedback, especially carrying constructive comments on
ways to improve performance, raised motivation and enhanced the learning process.
The quality of feedback, types of explanations, their clarity and purposefulness were
also important as feedback devoid of useful information resembles the traditional
activity of simply evaluating the learner’s production and labelling it with a grade
(Black 2010). Eliciting feedback from learners on the teacher’s success in helping the
students achieve learning goals set for a particular lesson also proved very produc-
tive, e.g. by means of a traffic light technique when at the end of each lesson each
student was expected to put up one of three cards - a red one signalling lack of skill
that was being developed at that particular lesson, a yellow one signalling that the
skill was developed only partially and a green one signalling the sense of achievement.
Enhancing students’ self-assessment skills proved effective when teachers decided
to follow three steps — ask learners to determine the grade they expect, compare the
grade received from the teacher with their own expectations and check their own
work one more time against the grading criteria presented earlier.
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Research also demonstrated that to make formative evaluation work, teachers
need sufficient knowledge of learning theories, sufficient competence to employ
scaffolding on the basis of the data obtained through formative feedback (Shep-
ard 2005) and - last but not least — sufficient skills to engage their students in the
learning process (Sterna 2016).

Effectiveness of formative assessment largely depends on the choice of learning
tasks. The whole endeavour is likely to be successful if tasks selected for students
are authentic and contextualized, hence the revival of Wiggins’ (1989) concept of
authentic assessment as only these kinds of language activities are likely to guarantee
positive washback effect and motivational gains.

Reports demonstrate that students showed learning gains when they were well
informed about final learning aims as well as about specific goals of a given lesson
(Sadler 1998; Black, Wiliam 2015). In language education it usually means that func-
tional objectives formulated in CAN DO statements, referring to what learners will
be able to get done using a new language, are more clear and appealing to learners
than those formulated in terminological, metalinguistic categories. Learners were
observed to pay more attention during the lesson and engage in more interaction
with the teacher since in the absence of grades they need more feedback. They also
seemed to benefit more when they had a chance to talk their progress over with their
classmates and when self- or peer assessment was based on clear guidelines offered
by the teacher. Peer-assessment was particularly effective when combined with self-
assessment, i.e. when the learners had to decide whether their own work would be of
a higher, equal or lower quality than the one they were assessing. They also benefited
from the wait time offered by the teacher, especially when an oral response was to
be given. In out-of-class work projects learners were seen to work particularly well
when they were explicitly encouraged to collaborate and helped to plan their work
precisely, reflecting on their roles, duties and deadlines. Low-achievers were observed
to benefit from the introduction of formative assessment because more frequent
and more practically oriented feedback counterbalanced their weaker learning to
learn and/or metacognitive skills, while high-achievers also benefited — because
the new format made it possible for them to gain more opportunities and develop
learner autonomy. In most cases formative assessment positively affected learners’
motivation: they asked more questions, demonstrated fewer behavioural problems,
felt safer in the classroom, took more risks, shared more ideas and engaged more
frequently in classroom interaction (Black et al. 2003).

Case studies show that schools tended not to restrict formative evaluation to
experimental classroom or subject areas treated in a specific way, but rather to intro-
duce “whole-school policies”. More individualized feedback on the student’s progress
(Nevo 2002) also increased schools’ contact with parents. To make formative evalu-
ation work for all the actors of the educational institution who would then enjoy
all the benefits described above, a certain pre-condition had to be fulfilled on the
school level. What proved indispensable was acknowledging the fact that students
have individual abilities, communicative needs and ways of working. Teachers also
found it necessary to convince students of the fact that results depend on their effort
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rather than talent or its lack; in other words — of the value of causal attribution and
internal locus of control.

The 21* century has seen a rapid growth of interest in formative evaluation on
the part of policy makers. More and more frequently this form of assessment has
been officially approved, while recommendations have also been made to balance it
with the forms of summative evaluation by now well-rooted in schools of all types
and levels. Apart from important curriculum reforms in multiple countries (Komo-
rowska 2018) in the last two decades activities promoting formative evaluation have
taken place in the United States, Great Britain, Australia, Finland, Denmark, Italy
and Canada, though it should be noted that educational systems differ in the choice
of aspects considered crucial - Finland concentrated on self-assessment, Denmark on
feedback, Australia on implementation of feedback in core academic areas, Scotland
on formative feedback in assessing young learners (ages 5-14), Italy on integrating
formative feedback and individualization and New Zealand on professional develop-
ment of teachers in the area of evaluation (DfES 2002; Herman et al. 2010; Looney
2011; Herman, Ripley 2012; Earl 2013; OECD 2015).

As the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development advises, edu-
cators should not forget that huge differences in process and product occur within
schools as well as between them. Thus evaluation based on interschool comparisons
tends to be discouraged, while due consideration to classroom practice is recom-
mended. In consequence governmental guidelines in many countries encourage
schools to self-assess, a trend noticed, for example, in Denmark, Finland and Scot-
land (OECD 2015).

As can be seen from the above, formative evaluation seems to be not only well
anchored in the general perception of learners, their parents and teachers, but also
strongly promoted by the educational administration in Europe and beyond. The in-
troduction and functioning of formative assessment implemented on a large scale is,
however, not devoid of difficulties and misunderstandings (Laveault, Allal 2016).

4. Challenges, controversies and the future of formative evaluation in language
teaching and learning

Challenges and controversies in the field of formative evaluation are numerous.
Due to space limitations in the present text only the most important of these issues
will be discussed.

Early misunderstandings related to formative evaluation’s nature, purpose and
function had their roots in the terminology used and meanings ascribed to words.
Initially the term formative evaluation was used to denote more frequent and more
individualised forms of assessing learning outcomes. In this sense assessment,
though labelled formative, took the form of mini-summative instances of evalua-
tion addressed to particular students and was still meant to be assessment of learn-
ing. Later the term assumed a broader meaning and began to denote enhancing
student learning, developing learning to learn skills and intensifying teacher-student
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interaction in the classroom through feedback. In this sense it became assessment for
learning. In Great Britain the Department of Education and Skills (DfES) decided to
promote the definition of assessment for learning adopted by the Assessment Reform
Group (ARQG): “Assessment for learning is the process of seeking and interpreting
evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where they are in their
learning, where they need to go and how best to get there” (DfES 2002). This defini-
tion became very popular among teachers of various subject areas. Soon other terms
became popular as well, such as assessment as learning (Dann 2002) and dynamic
assessment (Scallon 2000; Poehner, Lantolf 2005). Most of these terms encompass
making students aware of goals and deadlines, but also helping them to monitor
and regulate their learning processes. These two ways of using the terms refer in
fact to two very different sets of educational phenomena. Unless teachers become
aware of this distinction, misunderstandings are likely to continue.

Another difficulty is connected with identifying and clarifying educational
objectives. In the era of promoting learner autonomy, it is firmly believed that
participative goal-setting is the best curricular solution in education. Research
demonstrates that setting goals by an individual enhances his/her performance
more than having goals imposed by an external source or power (Locke 2000;
Wegge 2001). The same is true for groups of students for whom the process of ne-
gotiating evolving objectives has been demonstrated to be more conducive to rais-
ing the quality of their learning. Yet this is true only for easy-to-attain goals or
objectives of moderate difficulty. When a goal is difficult to achieve, the situation
changes. It is then better for the teacher to impose the goal, informing students at
the very beginning about what is expected of them. Haslam, for example, states
that “if they [goals] are participatively set, there would appear to be value in ap-
proximating to them gradually, but if they are imposed then this strategy may
prove counterproductive and it may be better to set the difficult goal at the outset”
(Haslam et al. 2009: 441). Yet extreme ends of the scale are more often selected as
teachers in state schools tend to impose goals on their students irrespective of the
difficulty level, while those working for language schools often run into classroom
management problems caused by excessive negotiating time.

Feedback versus grading is another problematic issue. From the early days of the
implementation of formative evaluation teachers have complained that this type of as-
sessment clashed with the grading system as students do not concentrate on comments
and ignore information on what they have done well and what needs improvement if
at the same time they are being graded (Black, Wiliam 2015). Few schools are ready
to drop grades, although more and more often principals decide to introduce parallel
formats of descriptive assessment. As middle and secondary schools usually expect
teachers to grade their students, the way to overcome this difficulty lies in drawing
up a classroom contract which sets clear assessment guidelines with the teacher’s
feedback on the student’s performance coming first and grading being done later.
Sharing grading criteria with students also sparks controversy. Some teachers claim
that — although they see value in sharing assessment criteria before a class test or an
examination - doing so at the beginning of a sequence of lessons might stifle students’



Formative evaluation - Its past, present and future 163

creativity and thus prove counterproductive (OECD 2015). The question of timing is
crucial here and so is the teaching objective; accuracy issues lend themselves easily
to early criteria sharing, while discussions related to tasks already completed might
prove more beneficial for those connected with fluency, interactive, mediating and
intercultural skills.

Even though promotion of language learning on a mass scale has been success-
ful, quality of education seems to be an issue across school systems, and as such is
a problem addressed by the most important European institutions: the Council of
Europe, the European Union, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development as well as the European Centre for Modern Languages. As quality is
most often assessed on the basis of examinations and testing, summative rather
than formative evaluation finds itself at the centre of attention of educational ad-
ministration. Learners and parents focus on test scores and expect teachers to offer
instruction that guarantees desired results in high-stakes examinations. Due to in-
stitutional ranking of schools, comparison and competition gain more and more
importance in educational institutions overshadowing individual learning paths
and learners’ growth. Formative evaluation - even if actually implemented in the
language classrooms — concentrates on helping students to become more test-wise
by developing test-taking strategies and in consequence to achieve results which will
look good on their certification documents. In this situation formative assessment
becomes a humble servant of summative evaluation.

In its original function formative evaluation is likely to be restricted to primary
education levels where typically high-stakes examinations are not yet administered
and to those language schools that do not offer exam preparation courses. In other
words, it runs the risk of being treated seriously only in those few classrooms of the
so-called progressive schools where improvement is understood as quality learning
rather than just a high score on a final test. To remedy the situation, language teach-
ing needs to be allowed more classroom time and smaller class size. Realistically
speaking, not many state schools can be expected to secure sufficient time and budget.
To overcome this hurdle, another solution is sometimes recommended, i.e. making
formative use of summative tests. The solution is reasonable, especially because each
of the two types of evaluation has its advantages, though they differ in function and
purpose (Shohamy 2001; Kucharczyk 2015). Several possibilities are offered here.
Before a test, students (a) can be asked to prepare a list of topics, skills or vocabulary
groups they expect to appear on the test and to decide which items have been fully
acquired, which call for more practice and which have not been mastered at all, or
(b) can be asked to prepare their own tasks or test items of the type they expect to
appear on the test. After the test — if they have the opportunity to get their copies
back - they can be asked to peer-assess their work (Black, Wiliam 2015).

Peer-evaluation, which is often seen as a remedy or at least a way to reduce
the role of high- stakes examinations, also creates problems. Controversy over its
educational value springs from the fact that some students reveal a tendency to
criticize and diminish their peers, most probably acting out some former interper-
sonal or intrapersonal conflicts. For that reason very precise assessment rubrics
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need to be prepared and a certain amount of coaching offered before systematic
peer-assessment activities are implemented. Effective preparation and practice
activity consists in comparing the assignment analyzed with one’s own already
submitted work or with the idea of one’s own potential assignment of the same
kind. Problems also arise when students, functioning as even relatively objective
assessors, try to grade the work of a classmate — a solution strongly advised against
by most of the teachers.

As can be seen from the above, formative evaluation - in spite of its empirically
confirmed values - still involves issues which make this type of assessment diffi-
cult to implement. No wonder teachers place solving the set of problems related to
evaluation among their most important professional needs (Czetwertynska 2015).

5. Conclusions. Implications for teacher education

Formative evaluation has so far been successfully implemented in initial and primary
education where most of the educational systems have already replaced grading with
descriptive assessment. In secondary education, although more and more innovative
schools tend to introduce formative evaluation in parallel with the summative one,
itis far more often considered a way to stimulate and support student learning. In light
of the increasing role of high- stakes examinations and the practical requirements of
certification in mass education, formative evaluation does not seem likely to be much
further promoted in most of the state educational systems. Smaller and/or private
schools can afford more flexibility in this field. Prospective teachers being trained to
use various forms of assessment need to be able to reflect on role expectations and
possibilities of role enactment in the context of their future employment.

Formative evaluation - even with all the benefits discussed above, such as contri-
bution to the development of metacognition, motivation, learning to learn skills and
self-assessment as well as to the promotion of alternative non-test assessment tech-
niques such as portfolios and logs — is not devoid of educational dangers. One risk,
inherent in assessment for learning, is constant observation of learners whose sense
of being at the centre of the teacher’s attention, however gratifying it might be at the
outset, often leads to loss of privacy and subsequent avoidance behaviour. Another,
inherent in assessment of learning, lies in the frequency of assessment activities
which might bring about disadvantages typical of those observed in gamification,
i.e. loss of interest in long-term objectives, development of instrumental motiva-
tion and competitiveness. Self-assessment is also often considered difficult for the
learners, although they tend to have fewer doubts when it comes to peer-assessment.
Pre-service teacher education should be responsible for awareness raising vis-a-vis
those issues, while in-service teacher development needs to help in the selection of
prevention strategies appropriate in a given context and techniques of dealing with
problems which have already arisen.

Schools, students and teachers cannot make good use of formative evaluation
unless certain indispensable measures are taken on higher administrative levels in
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ways permitted by the national educational policy. When administration is open to
innovative solutions, teachers feel free to try out new methods and techniques even
though new approaches do not immediately bring about improvement in learners’
performance. When administration provides opportunities for in-service teacher
development, schools can base their practice not only on friendly exchanges in the
staff room and reflective peer coaching (Vidmar 2005), but also on research data
provided by professionals and the know-how of teacher trainers. When budget is pro-
vided for workshops and conferences, schools across the region can share experience
and work out new solutions exchanging and circulating new knowledge and skills.
But as long as schools are evaluated and judged solely on the results of summative
interschool tests, classroom-based formative assessment will be treated as no more
than an extra burden for language teachers and an impractical, unrealistic scheme
designed by researchers far removed from the educational practice.
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