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Abstract

This paper will explore which aspects of English language assessment could be
said to have affected the teaching and learning that took place within the context of
an elementary grade EFL program, from the point of view of the different
stakeholders involved.  This paper presents, by way of a case study, an
exploration of the effects of summative, formative and criterion-based aspects of
assessment and the impact that they had on the stakeholders in the EFL program.
The case study explores attitudes towards the introduction of explicitly defined
learning outcomes in the EFL program’s curriculum to see how they affected
approaches and attitudes towards learning and teaching. The second area to be
explored was how the inclusion of monthly spoken language tests affected the test

stakeholders’ perceptions of learning and teaching English as a foreign language.

Background and Rationale

In the year 2007 I was working in the foreign language institute of a national university in
South Korea. This institute provides a wide range of EFL programs, the most popular of
which is an elementary school-grade general English education program, with around 250
students in total aged from seven to thirteen years old and with a staff of 6 native Korean

English teachers and 6 native English-speaking teachers.

During my tenure at the institute during 2007, parents often criticized the institute’s

EFL program for a lack of focus, citing a lack of specific aims or objectives or outcomes.



There wasn’t any planned curriculum in operation for the EFL program other than the use
of a variety of popular EFL textbooks allocated to us from the language institute’s
administrative office. In terms of a syllabus, teachers were encouraged by the director of
studies to divide the number of classes over a three month period by the number of pages in
the assigned textbook in order to see how many pages they would teach per class.
Teachers would then enter the page numbers they were going to teach over the three month
period into a word-processed document that served as the de facto ‘curriculum’ for the
program. This kind of approach towards curriculum making was one that I had

encountered throughout my entire work experience at the time.

As the curriculum consisted merely of page numbers, communication about the
students’ progress on the curriculum between fellow teachers was almost non-existent,
which meant that little to no co-operative lesson planning took place. As the classes were
shared between a native speaker and a Korean English teacher, this lack of communication
became a serious problem as it meant that the classes became un-coordinated, leading to
confusion from students and parents and teachers about ‘whom’ should be teaching ‘what’.
The KETs were supposed to give the students lessons on the target forms in Korean,
drilling them on vocabulary and grammar, as well as their written English, and the NETs
were supposed to follow up the Korean English lesson by giving the students the
opportunity to practice outputting the forms they had been drilled on. However, if the
students had difficulty in producing meaningful output of the target forms to the NET, this
situation was not often correctly communicated to the KET who would simply move on
with the content of the book, leaving those students behind, rather than providing any

opportunities for review that might have helped the students to correct their mistakes.



This usually led to wide differences in the ability of the students in a particular class if put

together over an extended period of time.

In terms of assessment, as there wasn’t a standard curriculum to follow whereby
students’ performance could be properly assessed once they had entered the program, this
in effect meant that it was not possible for teachers to create much of a framework for
useful internal assessment. The only internal assessment that was done during the
program was a bi-monthly written report to parents done by the native English speakers,
which was therefore written in English. Parents could not easily understand the comments
made by the native English speaking teachers and therefore the assessments were
considered a waste of time, yet were still required paperwork according to the
administrative office. In order to avoid complaints, teachers often wrote glowing reports
in praise of each student, with negative comments being re-written at the institute’s
administrative office’s request before being delivered to parents. Over the year however,
those parents who had been able to read the reports often questioned why the reports looked
so good despite an apparent lack of progress from their children. In short, the old program
could be said to use summative assessment of the worst kind — a fabricated response
dressed up to save face for teachers and parents, serving no true summative (or formative)

function whatsoever.

For these reasons, I was asked to develop a new curriculum with new assessment
procedures by January 2008 in an attempt to relieve the problems faced by the stakeholders

at the institute. 1 will list the main provisions in the new curriculum as follows:



1) This new curriculum would involve a set of weekly ‘learning objectives’ and
these objectives were to be written in English (unfortunately due to time constraints they
would not be translated into Korean, which I felt was going to be a big problem from the
offset). The objectives were to be based on the content of a new set of textbooks
(Macmillan’s ‘Treasures’ series) that we had ordered for the new school year. Students,
parents, and teachers would be given a copy of these objectives for the month, making the
monthly lesson plans explicit to all stakeholders involved. It was hoped that the tasks would
allow the students to ‘focus on form” while performing the tasks specified in the syllabus
(Long, 1985). To explain further, these objectives were intended to be what Long defines
as ‘target tasks’ rather than ‘pedagogic’ tasks. Pedagogic tasks (which would be the
‘how’ of teaching) would be devised by the teachers themselves as long as these tasks
helped students to the outcome specified in the learning objective or ‘target task’. These
target tasks could be said to be part of a rhetorical classification of tasks, defined by Swales
(1990) as a ‘class of communicative events, the members of which share some set of
communicative purposes.” (Swales, 1990:58). The learning objectives were intended to be
examples of such ‘communicative purposes’, the thematic content of which were to be
formulated from the various discourse domains encountered in the textbooks. A sample of
these objectives/tasks can be found in appendix 1. However, as the content of the tasks had
to follow the sequencing of the content of the textbook, the choice of task types was limited,
and we could not pay proper attention to the correct sequencing of tasks according to
complexity, which is Ellis” (2003) fourth stage in his guide to constructing a useful task
based curriculum. It was hoped that the process of following the tasks would be enough for
the benefits of TBLT (that of increased implicit and explicit knowledge of language

through tasks with a focus on form) to be felt in the classroom.



2) There would now be a speaking test performed every month in order to see if the
students were meeting the learning objectives laid out in the curriculum. These tests were
comprised of 10 questions based on the grammar forms, vocabulary and dialogs found in
that classes’ assigned textbook with an aim to emulate the ‘can-do’ function of the
objectives. The tests would be performed by teachers one-on-one with the students
towards the end of each month. Teachers could not test their own classes’ students and had
to test the classes of other teachers, in a bid to avoid fixing their own classes’ scores.
Therefore, each teacher had to write their own test questions so that the exact wording of
each question would remain secret until the test. The tests were to be graded on a scale of
0-10, with 10 being the highest mark available and O being the lowest. The grading scale

was as follows:

10— full sentence(s) given without hesitation with perfect pronunciation
9- full sentence(s) given without hesitation with good pronunciation

8 — full sentence(s) given with some small hesitation with good pronunciation
7- full sentence(s) given with some hesitation and/or poor pronunciation
6- attempt at full sentence(s) made with good pronunciation

5- attempt at full sentence(s) made, poorly pronounced

4- one word answer, good pronunciation, no hesitation

3 - one word answer, good pronunciation, some hesitation

2 - incorrect answer, with good pronunciation, no hesitation

1- incorrect answer, with hesitation and or poor pronunciation

0-— did not answer the question

These grading scales were formulated through discussions between me and my co-
teachers, but with no real sound reference to any established grade scales. This 1is
problematic in that the validity of the grades could easily be called into question,

particularly as the native speakers actually giving the tests may have differed in their






