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This article examines the evolving role and
conceptualization of assessment within educational
frameworks, with a particular focus on the teaching

N I:EYWORDSF r of English as a Foreign or Second Language
ssessment, ormative , . .
) (EFL/ESL). The analysis begins by tracing the
Assessment, Summative L . o .
. historical dominance of behaviorist theory, which
Assessment, Constructivism, . . . .
o ] championed objective, standardized testing as a
Behaviorism, EFL/ESL, Learning ) , . . .
o direct measure of atomized learning objectives. This
Theory, Student Motivation,

. approach, while aiming for scientific rigor, is shown to
Classroom Evaluation. - ) L
be misaligned with contemporary, communicative,
and learner-centered pedagogical paradigms. The
paper argues that such traditional summative
assessments can generate student anxiety and fail to
capture the complexity of language acquisition. In
response, the article explores the significant shift
towards constructivist perspectives on learning,
which necessitate a parallel transformation in
assessment practices. The conclusion posits that
effective assessment is fundamentally inseparable
from effective teaching, serving as a critical feedback
loop that informs instruction, empowers learners, and
creates a more supportive and equitable educational
environment.

There is no generally agreed definition of assessment. For the purposes of the
Quality Code, QAA defines it as “any processes that appraise an individual’s knowledge,
understanding, abilities or skills” [7:1]. The American Association for Higher Education
offers a more extensive definition: Assessment is an ongoing process aimed at
understanding and improving student learning. It involves making our expectations
explicit and public; setting appropriate criteria and high standards for learning quality;
systematically gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how well
performance matches those expectations and standards; and using the resulting
information to document, explain, and improve performance. The last two decades have
witnessed a marked increase in the teaching of English as a foreign language at any level
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in many countries [13:69]. This trend has come at a time when the field of English as a
foreign language (EFL)and English as a second language (ESL) is witnessing a notable shift
from structural teaching approaches to communicative, humanistic, and learner-centered
approaches. These new approaches in teaching EFL/ESL recognize that affective
considerations are of vital importance for the acquisition of a foreign/second language;
they suggest teaching methods and techniques that help learners acquire the language in
an anxiety-reduced environment [39:152]. Consequently, the assessment of students’
progress and achievement in EFL/ESL classes should be carried out in a manner that does
not cause anxiety in the students. As new EFL/ESL curricula have moved in the direction
of developing communicative skills through the integration of language and content as
well as language skill integration, the traditional paper-and-pencil tests no longer cover
the variety of activities and tasks that take place in the classrooms. The summative form
of testing that permeated the traditional curricula would not be fair to students whose
studies are based on communicative activities. Fortunately, the field of evaluation has
witnessed a major shift from strictly summative testing tools and procedures to a more
humanistic approach using informal assessment techniques that stress formative
evaluation [19:92].

In all academic settings, assessment is viewed as closely related to instruction.. The
success of any assessment depends on the effective selection and use of appropriate tools
and procedures as well as on the proper interpretation of students’ performance.
Assessment tools and procedures, in addition to being essential for evaluating students’
progress and achievement, also help in evaluating the suitability and effectiveness of the
curriculum, the teaching methodology, and the instructional materials. Edward
Thorndike’s [39:22] associationism and the behaviorism of Hull [17:43], Skinner [34:87]
and Gomes were the dominant learning theories for the greater part of the 20th century.
Their views of how learning occurs focused on the most elemental building blocks of
knowledge. Thorndike was looking for constituent bonds or connections that would
produce desired responses for each situation. Similarly, behaviorists studied the
contingencies of reinforcement that would strengthen or weaken stimulus-response
associations. Although it is not possible to give a full account of these theories here,
several key assumptions of the behavioristic model had consequences for ensuing
conceptualizations of teaching and testing: 1. Learning occurs by accumulating atomized
bits of knowledge; 2. Learning is sequential and hierarchical; 3. Transfer is limited to
situations with a high degree of similarity; 4. Tests should be used frequently to ensure
mastery before proceeding to the next objective; 5. Tests are the direct instantiation of
learning goals; and 6. Motivation is externally determined and should be as positive as
possible. For all learning theories, the idea of transfer involves generalization of learning
to new situations. Therefore, expectations for transfer were limited; if a response were
desired in a new situation, it would have to be taught as an additional learning goal. Friel
[14:32], for example, praised the effectiveness of closely aligning tests with instruction,
citing a study by Koczor [21:84] in which students did remarkably better if they were
taught to convert from Roman to Arabic numerals and then were tested in that same
order. If groups were given "misaligned” tests, however, asking that they translate in
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reverse order, from Arabic to Roman numerals, the drop-off in performance was startling,
from 1.10 to 2.74 standard deviations in different samples. Testing played a central role
in behaviorist instructional systems. To avoid learning failures caused by incomplete
mastery of prerequisites, testing was needed at the end of each lesson, with reteaching to
occur until a high level of proficiency was achieved. In order to serve this diagnostic and
prescriptive purpose, test content had to be exactly matched to instructional content by
means of the behavioral objective. Because learning components were tightly specified,
there was very limited inference or generalization required to make a connection
between test items and learning objectives.

Behaviorists worked hard to create a low-inference measurement system so that if
students could answer the questions asked, it was proof that they had fully mastered the
learning objective. The belief that tests could be made perfectly congruent with the goals
of learning had pervasive effects in the measurement community despite resistance from
some. For decades, many measurement specialists believed that achievement tests only
required content validity evidence and did not see the need for empirical confirmation
that a test measured what was intended. Behavioristic assumptions also explain why, in
recent years, advocates of measurement-driven instruction were willing to use test scores
themselves to prove that teaching to the test improved learning [Popham, Cruse, Rankin,
Sandifer, & Williams, 1985], while critics insisted on independent measures to verify
whether learning gains were real. Behaviorist viewpoints also have implications for
assessment in classrooms. For example, when teachers check on learning by using
problems and formats identical to those used for initial instruction, they are operating
from the low- inference and limited transfer assumptions of behaviorism. For most
teachers, however, these beliefs are not explicit, and, unlike Koczor and Cohen in the
example above, most teachers have not had the opportunity to consider directly whether
a student "really knows it” if he can solve problems only when posed in a familiar format.
It is no coincidence that Edward Thorndike was both the originator of associationist
learning theory and the "father” of "scientific measurement” in education [9:18].
Thorndike and his students fostered the development and dominance of the "objective”
test, which has been the single most striking feature of achievement testing in the United
States from the beginning of the century to the present day.

Recognizing the common paternity of the behaviorist learning theory and objective
testing helps us to understand the continued intellectual kinship between one-skill-at-a-
time test items and instructional practices aimed at mastery of constituent elements.
Borrowing the psychometric technology of IQ tests, objective measures of achievement
were pursued with the goal of making the study of education more scientific. According
to Tambini [37:5], "The achievement-testing movement provided a new tool by which
educational problems could be studied systematically in terms of more objective evidence
regarding the effects produced in pupils” [6: 349]. Objective tests were also promoted for
classroom use as a remedy for embarrassing inconsistencies in teachers’ grading
practices documented by dozens of research studies. Any attempt to change the form and
purpose of classroom assessment to make it more fundamentally a part of the learning
process must acknowledge the power of enduring and hidden beliefs. There suggested
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that the present dissonance between instruction and assessment arises because of the
misfit between old views of testing and a transformed vision of teaching. However, even
reformed versions of instruction have only begun to be implemented. As many studies of
teacher change and attempted curriculum reform have documented, all three parts of the
old paradigm—social efficiency, behaviorism, and scientific measurement—continue to
provide a mutually reinforcing set of ideas that shape current thinking and practice. In
order to develop a model of classroom assessment that supports teaching and learning
according to a constructivist perspective, it is important to see how a reconceptualization
of assessment follows from changes in learning theory and from concomitant changes in
epistemology and what it means to know in the disciplines.

According to constructivist theory, knowledge is neither passively received nor
mechanically reinforced; instead learning occurs by an active process of sense making.
There are three dominant paradigm to highlight respectively changes in curriculum,
learning theory, and assessment. Often prior knowledge is measured using skills
checklists or a pretest version of the intended end-of-unit test. Such procedures are likely
to underestimate the relevant knowledge of all but the most sophisticated members of the
class since most will not be able to make the translation between pretest vocabulary and
their own intuitive knowledge gained in other contexts. Open discussions or
conversations are more likely to elicit a more coherent version of students’ initial
conceptual understandings as well as the reasoning behind their explanations. Traditional
classroom practices, especially testing practices, and larger societal norms have created
environments in which students may not be motivated to take risks, to try hard, or to
demonstrate their intellectual competence. For example, in controlled psychological
studies, students are less likely to persist in working on difficult tasks if they know their
performance will be evaluated.

In conclusion, the scholars' views on assessment reveal a clear evolution from a
behaviorist, measurement-driven model to a constructivist, learning-centered one. This
evolution mirrors the broader shifts in teaching methodology, particularly in language
learning, towards communication, student agency, and the reduction of anxiety. The
modern view, therefore, posits that the most important role of assessment is not to certify
learning at the end of a process but to promote and deepen learning throughout it.
Effective assessment is inseparable from effective teaching, serving as the critical
feedback loop that informs instruction, empowers learners, and ultimately creates a more
supportive and effective educational environment.
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