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Abstract The study sets out to investigate how teachers and learners of English in
Armenia perceive the multivoice notion of assessment as well as the role they
ascribe to the practice of assessment in the teaching/learning process in a language
learning environment. The specific interest behind the study was to explore the
extent to which the two stakeholders of teachers and students view assessment as a
triggering force to build future class content on the information elicited from the
assessment of each preceding set of materials. A further effort was made to dis-
tinguish between the perception of teachers with and without prior exposure to
assessment as a separate instruction unit to highlight the importance of its inclusion
in the curriculum. With a view to eliciting qualitative data, questionnaires with nine
open-ended questions were administered to students, both school-aged and at the
undergraduate level, as well as to two cohorts of teachers, i.e. teachers who have
completed their studies in MA TEFL programmes, and those with no explicit
instruction in the assessment of English language learners. The analysis of the data
revealed an outstanding feature of participants’ views regarding the role of
assessment. The responses of the teachers with previous exposure to assessment in
language learning as part of their studies were in line with the notion of ‘assessment
for learning’, whereas those by the other group of teachers and students indicated
assessment and motivation for learners as being analogous.
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1 Introduction

The purpose of the current paper is to investigate how teachers and learners in
Armenia perceive the ongoing, dynamic notion of assessment in the teaching/learning
process, the extent to which they think assessing and being assessed impact their
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day-to-day practice, the role they ascribe to assessment and some closely related
facets of the issue. I put in the center of my perception the fact that assessment is a
discipline of continuous inquiry that has developed in its own right as a branch of
applied linguistics and is a very important and powerful area which should avoid and
challenge the stereotyped, fixed and routinized way of understanding. It is worth
mentioning that a variety of labels is used for students’ achievement expectations.
Some call them goals and objectives. Others refer to scope and sequence. Still others
label them proficiencies or competencies. More recently, we refer to standards and
benchmarks. These terms all refer to the same basic thing: what we want students to
know and be able to do.

Whichever concept is considered to be an umbrella term for the students’
achievement expectation, it is closely related to the boundaries of assessment
perception. Many specialists in the field have proposed different definitions of
assessment and have set forth various motives behind employing assessment in
education. In the same vein, the focus of this paper has been on eliciting the attitude
of local teachers and learners towards external and internal factors of plurality of
views on using assessment in their teaching/learning process and to explore what
their perceived reasons are that render assessment an integral part of the whole
scope of education. It should be noted that the responses given by both of the
cohorts of teachers and learners have been analyzed in light of the notion
“assessment of learning” versus “assessment for learning”. In addition, their views
on the purpose of assessment were compared to those prescribed by Shohamy
(2001). I do agree that one of the most challenging tasks for language instructors is
finding effective tools to determine what and how much their students are actually
learning. It is evident that students learn from the assessment itself as it is con-
tinuous and every activity has assessment of some type built into it. Thus, when
assessment is an integral part of the learning process, students’ learning improves.
Hence, instructors need to think carefully about what kinds of knowledge and skills
their multiple tools of assessment allow students to demonstrate.

The reason why I have been interested in revealing teachers’ and learners’
understanding of assessment is related to the fact that it has not received much
attention in today’s education in Armenia as a specific aspect of the
teaching/learning process, and hence local universities/institutes preparing future
teachers or specialists in the field of education do not have assessment courses
integrated into their curriculum. Rather, assessing is assumed to be a “naturally
occurring” component in the teaching process with no need to separately focus on
it. Just as it seems to be assumed that anyone appointed to a teaching post in
education can automatically teach, it is also implicit that they should be able to
assess students’ work. As a result, many teachers wield their red markers for the
first time without ever having participated in any organized training in how to
assess any specific skill of the learners within the subject area based on different
elaborated criteria for the specific level. Many are embarrassed at the notion of even
asking for any guidance, yet are quite threatened at the responsibility attached to the
multiple tools of assessing. This concern has fueled my interest in contrasting the
perceptions of assessment as held by teachers with exposure to special advanced
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assessment courses and by those with no training. A further objective in the present
study has been to compare the understanding of teachers and learners as the two
stakeholders in assessment practice in the setting.

2 Theoretical Framework for the Study

Probably since the time the first test or the first grade was given, controversy has
surrounded their use. For instance, some argue that grades “dehumanize” education
and establish distrust between teachers and learners. Others say that grading and
comparing students leads to harmful anxiety and minimizes self-esteem for those
who receive poor grades. Even those who acknowledge the importance of assess-
ment and evaluation often condemn current practices for the emphasis on testing
basic skills out of context and the excessive competition that results. Regardless of
the criticism and controversy rooted in the perception of this topic, the process of
assessing and evaluating learners has persisted and continues to fulfill highly crucial
tasks in the teaching/learning process that are vital to the effective organization and
“smooth” flow of educational practice everywhere. Stiggins (2005) manifests a new
belief related to the instructional decisions contributing the most to student success
which are, in fact, not made by adults. Rather, the decisions that contribute the most
to determining and illustrating student success or failure in the process of learning
are made by the students themselves. The students decide whether the learning is
worth the risk and how many attempts are required to achieve the desired learning
outcomes. The students decide on the issue based on whether they believe they are
smart enough to learn it. And they decide these things based on their own inter-
pretation of their personal record of academic success.

Therefore, whatever else we do, we must help students believe that success in
learning is possible for them and worthy of the effort they make. If we cannot do
that, we cannot help them believe that they are capable learners. According to
Stiggins (2005), students who participate in the thoughtful analysis of quality work
to identify its critical elements or to internalize valued achievement targets become
better performers. To make their decisions effective, students need continuous
access to understandable descriptive information about their own improvement as
readers, writers, problem-solvers, decision makers, listeners and interlocutors. This
will lead to the greatest potential value of classroom assessment when teachers open
the process up and welcome students in as full partners.

As Slavin (1991) signposts, tests and grades are needed to tell teachers, students
and parents how students are doing in school. In light of this, teachers can use tests
to see whether their instruction has been effective and to find out which students
need additional help. Students can use them to see whether their strategies are
paying off.

In hindsight, parents need grades to find out how their children are doing in
school; in other words, for parents, grades serve as the one consistent form of
communication between school and home. Grading and tests are really essential to
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learning since research on the use of tests finds that students learn more in courses
that use tests than in those that do not (Bangert-Drowns, 1986). However, even with
the acknowledgement of the important role of assessment and evaluation, we
assume that there are certain problems, and one of them is not evaluation per se but
inadequate or inappropriate use of evaluation. As Shohamy has pointed out, “we
need to maximize the role of tests as a means for obtaining information relevant to
the improvement of learning, while at the same time minimizing their power and
control” (2001, p. 141). The other problem with student evaluation is that we expect
one grade or score to serve many purposes, yet an evaluation that is optimal for one
use may be inappropriate for another. With a view to summarizing the uses that
student evaluation is at the service of, we could come to the following definitions:
incentives to increase student effort, feedback to students, feedback to teachers,
students and parents. In making decisions about the assessment process, it will be
useful for teachers to keep in mind the benefits that accrue to learners from sound
assessment practices. Good assessment can be achieved through the gathering of
information about learners over time, and through a combination of methods.
A similar view has been set forth by Spolsky—“rather than expecting some simple
mechanical device to translate the complex data of individual language proficiency
into a single measure, language testers too would benefit from intelligent and
responsible ‘interpretations drawn from patterns evident among the combined
measures’” (1998, p. 10, as cited in Shohamy, 2001). Of course, these things do not
happen on their own. It is up to the teacher to develop his or her awareness of
assessment, to encourage learner awareness, and to make the process as effective as
possible. Assessment should have what Tierney et al. describe as “a working
relationship with teaching and learning”, and “students should view assessment as
an opportunity to reflect upon and celebrate their effort, progress and improvement,
as well as their processes and products” (1991, p. 21 as cited in Hedge, 2000).

3 Methodology

3.1 Participants

Participants were both students and English teachers in an Armenian education
context. The students engaged in the study included school age and undergraduate
learners. Sampling students of various age groups (13–22 years-old) was done with
the aim of getting more in-depth descriptive data on the perception of assessment in
the SL/FL classroom across an enlarged age bracket. The total number of partici-
pating students reached 10 in the present research.

There were sixteen teachers participating in this study, eight of whom were
MA TEFL teachers who took an assessment course during their C-TEFL program
and are currently doing Advanced Assessment in an MA TEFL program. The other
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eight were secondary school teachers who had not taken any courses in assessment.
The objective behind the selection of the sample of two groups of teachers was to
examine any differences of understanding in this ongoing, multivoice inquiry and
reveal the plurality of views on assessment between these two groups of teachers.
The inclusion of students in the study was done to compare the views of teachers
and learners on the same issues. All the participants voluntarily participated in the
questionnaire completion procedure.

4 Methods

The current study used a descriptive/qualitative method as we believed that a
qualitative approach could help us gain insight into how the understanding of
assessment by teachers and learners functions on the ground, i.e. in the
Armenian ESL classroom setting. Whatever the reasons attached to assessment by
policy makers, external evaluators, testing authorities, etc., teachers and learners
shape their own understanding of assessment which heavily impacts how they treat
it on the insufficient bases within current hierarchy in assessment. With a view to
better comprehend why grading and evaluation takes a certain form in a classroom,
we have to go to the conceptual basis that triggers this very form. This basis is
closely linked to the beliefs and assumptions held by those who are directly
engaged and affected by the outcomes of the activity in question–assessment.

The instruments were questionnaires administered to both students and English
teachers. Two different questionnaires were constructed; one was designed for
student respondents and the other one was designed for teacher respondents. Both
the student and the teacher questionnaires consisted of 9 open-ended questions to
which participants were asked to provide their opinions based on their own expe-
rience. The same questions were included in both of the questionnaires with only
some adjustments to suit the purpose.

5 Procedure

Participants were informed about the study, its goal, procedures and length. Data
collection was conducted through the questionnaires described above. The teacher
questionnaires were either mailed to participants or hard copies were directly
handed to teachers. The students were provided with hard copies of the question-
naire. Half of them completed the questionnaires in English, while the rest
answered the questions in Armenian. These were later translated by the researcher.
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6 Data Analysis

When asked to give their personal definition of the term “assessment”, the teachers
with no previous exposure to an assessment course (for the purpose of this paper,
we will be using the terms “non TEFL-er” to refer to teachers with no formal
training in assessment, and “TEFL-er” to those with previous exposure to an
assessment course) gave more or less homogenous replies. It should also be noted
that these teachers confused the notion of “assessment” with that of evaluation, as
evidenced by responses to the first question. Three of these teachers see assessment
as a way of evaluation or making judgments about some work done, whereas two of
them view assessment as a device to both punish and motivate learners. Others
consider assessment to be a contributive force in an effort to reach the goal in the
teaching/learner process. This last point is somehow in line with what we referred to
as “assessment for learning”, while the answers provided by the rest of the teachers
are indicative of their understanding of “assessment of learning”.

With regard to the responses given by the “TEFL-ers”, these reveal a broader
understanding of the concept of “assessment”. Assessment is not regarded as
having motivational or punitive functions only; rather, exposure to the assessment
courses during their two-year study has helped them shape a sound perception of
what assessment could mean in a classroom context. Some have stated that
assessment is “self-development” both for teachers and learners, and others have
argued that assessment is a diagnostic device to check where teachers and learners
have reached on their road to the set objectives and how to better organize the
“journey for the rest of the road”.

Regarding student participant responses, we have observed that they liken the
notion of “assessment” to that of grades, and they consider grades as the appreci-
ation and reward for their efforts inside and outside the classroom. Some respon-
dents even pointed out that though they study for themselves and not for the sake of
grades, they see grades as quite a necessary part of study at school since it is only
through grades that they get an idea of how well they can perform.

As can be seen from the discussion above, there is difference between what
“TEFL-ers” and “non TEFL-ers” believe about assessment. This is what I had
assumed and what instigated my genuine interest in doing the current research. As
to the comparison of the students’ definition of assessment with that of the
“non-TEFL-er” teachers, though the former group used the word “motivation” and
the latter “reward for efforts” in their responses, it is believed that the views held by
both are similar in their essence. The teachers think that grades motivate students to
study better. Similarly, if students say that grades are a sign of appreciation of their
efforts, they also consider that being graded acts as a stimulus for their further
learning. However, when comparing the students’ perception with that of the
“TEFL-er” teachers, we can observe difference in their responses. Teachers ascribe
more “attributes” to assessment, whereas students’ responses allow us to judge that
they view grades as incentives for their learning only.
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The second question of the questionnaire evoked short answers by the
“non-TEFL-ers” where they have mainly stated that assessment is indeed important
for the teaching/learning process. However, most of them have failed to specify the
reasons for its importance, and only two have stated that it is important to keep the
students “alert”. On the contrary, “TEFL-ers” see the importance of assessment in
that it provides valuable feedback of how the teaching/learning process goes, where
there are gaps, and how to better address them, at the service of promoting learning.
However, they have also mentioned that assessment is important inasmuch as it is
done in a non-threatening manner. As to the students, they again reinforced their
view of “assessment for motivation” in their replies and have not gone beyond this.
Insufficient information provided by them and the “non TEFL-ers” gives us very
little ground to make any comparison with the sample of the “TEFL-er” teachers.

The role of assessment by the “non TEFL-ers” is described as encouraging
learners to do better in all learning cycles, while “TEFL-ers” see the role of
assessment in the provision of key information for making instructional adjust-
ments, e.g. to improve teaching methodology, to introduce new teaching materials
that are more relevant to learners’ needs, etc. Besides, some of them mentioned that
the role of assessment lies in revealing learners’ strengths and eliminating any
possible weaknesses that may become known as a result of assessment. As to the
students, they perceive the role of assessment in their learning as having only a
motivating function. A mere look at the answers given by the three groups makes it
clear that “non TEFL-ers” and students ascribe an “encouraging and motivating”
role to assessment, while “TEFl-ers” see assessment as an instrumental tool in their
day-to-day practice in the work with their learners.

To summarize the responses for the preceding two questions, I could claim that
the perception of the students and the “non TEFL-ers” on the purpose of assessment
has little to do with those proposed by Shohamy (2001) where she puts forward
prediction, placement, categorization, acceptance and/or rejection, provision of
feedback, following progress, motivation, establishment of discipline, power exer-
cise, accountability and research conduction as the objectives behind the
employment of assessment in the educational domain. On the contrary, the views of
“TEFL-ers” are in line with the various purposes assessment may be utilized for.

In response to the question of whether assessment contributes to their teaching
practice or not, the “non TEFL-ers” stated that it helps to arouse the learners’
interest in learning. One teacher has stated that assessment is of no help in her
teaching without giving any explanation for such an attitude. The contribution of
assessment to teaching practice is perceived by “TEFL-ers” as helping to reveal
information about salient features in the EFL classroom. In light of the results of the
assessment, they constantly revisit their previous performance and the underlying
beliefs/judgments to make it more suitable for the given situation. With respect to
students, the analysis of their answers reveals some interesting findings. Though all
of them agreed that assessment helps them keep on learning, two of the answers
were of much interest. One of the respondents stated that, if she is given a grade that
she thinks is higher than her response should have gotten, she feels responsible for
“deserving” that grade and hence studies hard. Another respondent mentioned her
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concern about being assessed, since she thinks she only “studies for grades”. Even
though she comprehends a text after having read it once, she keeps reading it as
many times as necessary for reaching “the level of an excellent mark”. Again, more
or less similar answers were noticed by the “non TEFL-ers” and students, while
“TEFL-ers” demonstrate a deep understanding of how assessment can contribute to
the teaching process.

The next question related to whether assessment interferes with teaching practice
elicited different answers among the “non TEFL-ers”. One of the respondents
mentioned that the main “impediment” is the grading system currently used in
Armenia: the grading scale ranges from 1–5 giving no possibility of correctly
grading the student who “falls in between”. Another interference as perceived by
these teachers is that assessment is a time-consuming activity. A further reply
concerns the fact that assessment interferes with the teaching practice inasmuch as
teachers and students become enemies: students always want higher grades,
whereas teachers tend to give much lower grades. This last point is highly relevant
to the situation in Armenia as assessment in schools has been described by some as
a “corruption tool” in the hands of the teachers.

Many of the “TEFL-ers” think assessment does not interfere with their teaching.
This can be accounted for by the fact that they perceive assessment in its real sense
and hence apply assessment at the service of facilitating, and not hindering, student
learning. As to the students, they interpreted the term “interfere” differently from
what was initially intended. They look at the word positively and mention that
interference of assessment is associated with motivation only. Only one of the
students said that she gets disappointed whenever the teacher gives her a mark that
is lower in relation to her response. As with the analysis of the previous questions, it
becomes evident that the opinions of “non TEFL-ers” and students match to some
extent. On the other hand, “TEFL-ers” do not see “serious” interfering features
embedded in good assessment.

When including the question “Do you think you grade your students fairly?”, I
was aware of the fact that the respondents would give only positive answers to it.
My expectation proved to be true for both of the groups of teachers. However, some
have mentioned that they may sometimes be subjective in their grades assigned to
students, but only in favour of the latter. They explain this as a means of trying to
motivate students to perform at their best during coming classes. There is only one
answer given by a “non TEFL-er” that differs from the rest in that the respondent
“confessed” grading students whom she is not familiar with more fairly than those
whom she has known for a considerably longer time. She accounts for such a biased
approach by mentioning that the personal characteristics of a student affect her
ability to be impartial while grading. The majority of the students think they are
graded fairly. Only two of the students reported about teachers being subjective in
assigning grades.

The answers provided by the “TEFL-ers” indicate that all of them support the
holistic approach to assessment when the grade reflects more aspects of the stu-
dent’s work than a single performance. This is due to the fact that they are well
aware of the fact that a “cumulative” look at a learner’s progress gives more a
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realistic picture of his/her knowledge, whereas single-performance assessment has a
number of faults. The same approach to assessment holds true for the “non
TEFL-ers” as well, and all of them have mentioned about grading their students
with a number of factors being considered by them. The students can be equally
divided into two groups; the first group believes that their teachers grade them
based on single performance, while the second group thinks they are graded on the
basis of previous performance and some personality features they are most liked
for. Therefore, we can state that both groups of teachers were homogenous in their
answers with half of the students sharing such an opinion.

The “TEFL-ers” share a common view on the 8th question in that they all think
that a grade/score expressed in a number cannot be indicative of the actual
knowledge a student may have. Rather, they highlight the fact that students’ real
knowledge is demonstrated throughout the entire process of teaching/learning, and
a numeric symbol cannot be representative of this ongoing process. With regard to
“non TEFL-ers”, it should be noted that half of them are inclined to think like
“TEFL-ers”, while the next half mentioned that the grades they assign to their
students do reflect their knowledge. Those who do not think that grades can reflect
the actual knowledge possessed by the student refer to time constraints as being the
main reason. They claim that, since they ask only some questions for the purpose of
grading a student, they cannot arrive at a complete understanding of how much this
student knows beyond the questions asked. Here we see that both groups of
teachers think that a single grade cannot represent a student’s actual knowledge;
however, they rationalize their answers by setting forth quite different reasons for
their opinion. As to the students, some of them think that grades do reflect their
knowledge. The other students have stated that, since some teachers do not grade
fairly, these grades are not a real representation of what they know.

The “TEFL-ers” see assessment as an indispensable part of the education process
and think that assessment is a prerequisite for the effective organization of edu-
cation. It is worth pointing out that they consider assessment as the driving force
behind educational goals. Their responses communicate their understanding of
assessment as promoting the teaching/learning process rather than hindering it.
Similarly, the “non TEFL-ers” consider assessment as an essential component and
state that, without any assessment, no education can be organized efficiently.
However, they do not rationalize their answers. One respondent among the
“non-TEFL-ers” indicated that there could still be education without any assess-
ment if schooling was not compulsory, and if the enrollment was on a voluntary
basis with the learner’s wish being the reason for engagement in schooling. The
analysis of students’ responses has demonstrated that, again, they confuse grading
with assessment. They have mentioned that without grades education could not be
well organized since they need grades to study. Without any grades, they will lose
their incentive for learning, and the whole process of teaching/learning will end up
in a complete failure.
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7 Conclusion

It is believed that teaching is a public affair, and we get all sorts of feedback
regarding how well or how badly we teach—even without deliberately seeking
feedback. The expressions on students’ faces, the attendance at our classes, and the
level of students’ performance all help us to adjust our teaching techniques. This is
what is referred to as “assessment” in the literature dealing with this specific aspect
of teaching. Though it is believed by many practicing teachers that assessment and
evaluation are targeted at revealing the learning endeavors or at motivating learners
to strive for better accomplishments, it is worth highlighting that we should see
more to assessment and evaluation; they are done to mark the progress of the joint
efforts of teachers and learners in their collaborative acts of moving forward. If we
believed in the transformation mode of teaching, then we would also accept the
view that assessment is a device to check where students have arrived in their
learning efforts. But I do have a firm stand in that the teaching/learning process is
accomplished through the equal participation of learners and teachers in the
classroom and, therefore, assessment is a perception of the final destination where
the learning outcome takes the journey to its end. Admittedly, the teacher is in the
leading position of that teaching/learning journey, but, without the passengers, the
journey would not have taken place at all. This leads to more tangible perception
related to the concept of assessment for learning being appropriate in all situations
that helps to identify further steps to build on success and strengths as well as to
revisit the point of departure to get rid of drawbacks and correct weaknesses.

In light of this, given the importance of assessment, it is probably the aspect of
our profession that should be scrutinized in a more careful and professional way.
Even with the best of intentions, external examiners and moderators can only
contribute a limited amount to the processes of assessment. Yet, the primary
responsibility for assessment continues to rest with teachers as every separate
method is good when it is used by a teacher involving all the students by turning
them from passive listeners into active participants. It is worth stating that some
student-teacher conferences serve as structured or unstructured audits of student
achievement, in which the objective is to talk about what students have learned and
have yet to learn. In this way, teachers and students talk directly and openly about
levels and scopes of student attainment, comfort with the material the students are
mastering, specific needs, interests, and desires and/or any other
achievement-related topics that contribute to an effective teaching and learning
environment.

One of the disadvantages of the whole aspect of assessment is the fact that, very
often, students receive very little or no feedback about their performance which
negatively affects their further learning. Another drawback is poorly set exams that
stimulate surface learning because, after taking these exams, students merely get
ready for upcoming exams in another subject. On the other hand, the techniques for
taking exams are considered to be too important. More specifically, exams aim at
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measuring how good the test takers are at answering exam questions, rather than
how well they have acquired the skills or can demonstrate learning outcomes.

I do believe that we, as teachers, should understand that language is an open
socially-embedded construct, divergent, rather than convergent, in nature, and if we
once begin to tolerate the ambiguities and inconsistencies which can exasperate the
more dogmatic types of learners and shake their stereotypical ways of under-
standing, we will find that our own teaching and/or learning will benefit enor-
mously. Indeed, this socially-embedded view of language should reflect on
socially-embedded views of testing. It is in its own right an independent course of
enquiry with longitudinal understanding which has problems because it has been
characterized by a lack of cohesive understanding of test specifications. Thus, we
should look at assessment as educational necessity, as a reflective process. In
addition, there is a need to develop testing competence that involves being able to
formulate and implement advanced practices that are designed to provide a more
definitive understanding of how and why language learners have shown the out-
comes they have.

It is worth mentioning that one of the most useful benefits of assessment can be
feedback gained by students on their performance regarding skills they are intended
to develop, and their understanding of theories and concepts. Assessment is often
the major driving force which leads students to serious studying. In general, both
positive and negative assessments should, in my opinion, be made available to the
learner as honestly as possible; mainly because this is what learners feel, and say,
they want. However, it is essential for such assessment to be given in an ambiance
of support and warm solidarity, so that the learners feel that the teacher’s motive is
honestly to promote and encourage their learning, not to put them down. The
concern of negative assessment is not the assessment itself, but rather the accom-
panying implications of aggression on the side of the assessor and humiliation on
the side of the assessed—which can, and should, be eliminated (Ur, 1996).

To be able to “get the best” out of assessment practice, teachers need to be
deeply taught about the principles and priorities of assessments, as it is not a part of
the teaching skill that automatically gets into the teaching repertoire of a teacher.
Teachers come from a variety of backgrounds with a diversity of beliefs about
assessment. This is readily reflected in the way they view assessment and hence
assess their students. To minimize the detrimental effect that assessment can have
on the learners’ “fate”, the inclusion of special assessment courses in the curriculum
of higher educational establishments should come at the top of their agendas. This
will contribute to having future teachers shape a sound understanding of assess-
ment, which, in turn, will positively affect their performance in the classroom. If we
succeed in having good teaching and good assessment go hand in hand, then we
have little to concern about the welfare of our society.
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