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Abstract

Most things that involve young learners are special and language assessment is not
excepted. Whether we should assess EFL young language learners' academic
performance and how should we do that are two prompts worth considering. This article
proposes that young language learners' traits of ineffective communicating determines
the necessity of assessing their study performance. It goes on to critically analyze the
assessment approaches conducted in the Chinese primary school EFL teaching context
and argues that the assessment tools have both merits and demerits. The merit is that
formative assessment procedure adopted in primary school EFL classrooms well caters
to young language learners' language acquisition stages. Demerit is that the reliability
and validity of formative assessments could not be ensured because most of the
formative assessments shown in the classroom are not well-designed and arranged.
Furthermore, the summative assessment conducted in the teaching context does not
align the teaching method shown in the classroom. At last, it concludes that teachers
need to adopt the assessment tools according to their teaching method and students’
study status. Only in this way, effective assessment procedures can be conducted.
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1. Introduction

Student assessment plays an important and central role in teaching and learning. It could track
the progress made by students, help the teacher plan and improve their future teaching and
provide information about students' academic performance to the central administration.
Considering the great importance of assessment in the teaching practice, a large amount of time
is spent in preparing and conducting assessments by teachers in their daily teaching. It is
reported that in formal and informal teaching practice, teachers devote an average of 25% of
preparation time in creating assessment instruments and observation procedures, marking,
recording, and synthesizing students' assessment results [2]. To analyze assessment
techniques employed by teachers in ordinary school classrooms, numerous studies are
conducted [3, 4, 5]. However, less is still known about the assessment practices used by
instructors of young language learners [6]. Most things that involve young learners are special
and language assessment is not excepted [7]. Whether we should assess EFL young language
learners' academic performance and how should we do that are two prompts worth
considering. This article briefly analyzes the reasons why we need to assess young language
learners (YLLs) by considering which special traits of young language learners determine the
necessity of assessing young language learner's study performance. It goes on to critically
analyze the approaches to assessment in my teaching context from the aspects of second
language learners' acquisition process, the reliability and validity of the formative assessment,
and the correspondence between the teaching approach with the assessment approach. Finally,
it concludes that teachers need to adopt the assessment tools according to their teaching
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method and students' study status. Only in this way, effective assessment procedures can be
conducted.

2. Reason for Assessing Young Language Learners

We should assess Young Language Learners (YLLs) because assessment can serve as an
effective tool for us to check students' learning process. It is reported that teachers can just get
limited information about young language learners' learning status from classroom
communication and observation. Young language learners are ineffective communicators. They
seldom raise questions or ask for clarification even when they cannot make sense of what they
were taught [8]. Children are distinctively different from adults in this regard because it takes
several years for children to become equal interactant in communication and understand that
each interactant has the duty of making them understood to others [9]. Even if pupils do not
understand the preceding teaching content, they will continue with activities to show respect
and to please their teachers. Therefore, it is not unusual to see them mouth the sentences in the
textbook, pretending to complete an activity but without understanding or learning. Overall, it
could be seen that teachers are not able to accurately estimate students' understanding by
simply asking them whether they have understood the teaching content or by observing their
classroom performance [10]. To make more accurate inference about students' study status, it
is necessary for teachers to conduct various assessments on them. Formative assessments for
YLLs can provide crucial information on children's mastery of the knowledge. Research has
demonstrated that formative assessments conducted during the class can provide reliable
information about pupil's command of English knowledge and level of proficiency [11]. It
captures students' every day 'here and now' classroom performance in terms of language
quality [12]. Besides, the information about students' immediate progress, a long-term
description of students' performances is also needed for teachers. In that case, additional
materials will be integrated into formative assessments, including self-assessment forms and
profiling forms. These additional materials can exhibit both large and small milestones in each
child's achievement. Therefore, it is also seen as an important mean of describing and assessing
each individual's linguistic performance. However, the solely formative assessment is not
sufficiently reliable. Testing from time to time should also serve as a backup to judgments about
each pupil's performance. Test scores can reveal what individuals and groups are able to do,
and what they need to acquire in order to progress. It can display pupils' language ability at
each study stage. In a nutshell, a combination of various assessment tools could provide a well-
rounded description of students' language achievement [13]. Therefore, as teachers, it is of
great importance for us to implement both formative and summative assessments to YLLs. Only
then, will we get more concise information about students' learning status and plan for our
teaching in later stages [14]. However, although assessments are necessary, not all of the
assessments conducted fit for each specific teaching context [15]. Therefore, in the following
section, [ will critically analyze the assessment procedures implemented in my teaching context.

3. Critical Analysis of Assessment Tools in My Teaching Context

Formative assessment procedure conducted in my teaching context well caters to young
language learners' language acquisition stages. Krashen and Terrell put it that there are five
stages in the second language/ foreign language acquisition process [16]. The first stage is
preproduction, in this stage learners experience a silent period and their performance
indicators are mostly kinesthetic in nature. The second stage is early speech. Learners in this
stage can make some kinesthetic responses in accordance to the language and also some one-
or two-word utterances. This stage is followed by the speech emergence, in which language
learners can perform one and two-word utterances, plus phrases and simple sentences. The
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fourth stage is fluency emergence. Words, phrases, and complete sentences can be uttered by
language learners in this stage. The last stage is advanced fluency, in which performance
indicators is the near-native level of speech. The assessment procedure that is compatible with
communicative approaches to foreign language teaching mirrors the five stages of language
acquisition of Krashen and Terrell [17]. In my teaching context, most of the teachers adopt the
Presentation-Practice-Production teaching method, which is a weak version of the
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach [18]. The assessment procedure in
accordance with the PPP method is the 3Rs: recognition, replication, and reorganization [19].
This assessment procedure stands in line with the five stages of second language acquisition.
In the recognition part, teachers simply assess students by asking them to do some simple
physical responses according to the instruction. For example, we may ask students to choose,
point, mark, gesture, and act out the corresponding vocabulary to assess whether students have
understood the meaning of these vocabularies. It fits the characteristic that students display in
the preproduction stage. In this stage, students just have minimal comprehension. They are not
able to verbalize vocabularies but they can show their understanding by drawing or pointing.
The followed assessment section of replication can be divided into two parts. In the first part,
teachers just require students to replicate the language by activities like “read aloud”, "gap-
filling” or some other simple question-answer assessments. These kinds of assessment
measurements correspond to the early speech stage in the SL/FL development. In this stage,
students are able to produce one- or two-word utterances and make use of some keywords and
familiar phrases. After fully examine students' command of vocabularies and phrases, a teacher
may ask students to make some mini-dialogue with vocabularies and sentence structures that
they have already get commanded to foster their speech emergence. Although students in this
stage may make some grammatical and pronunciation errors, they start to have a good
understanding of the language and can produce some simple sentences. At last, students are
assessed by taking part in open practice and making free conversations with others. They are
required to demonstrate the ability to take given information and reorganize it into different
formats. The assessment in this stage usually includes tasks that lend themselves to work in
cooperate with others, such as solving a problem, analyzing and reporting the results of a
survey, drawing a timeline, an outline, or a semantic map, role-play a conversation, rewriting a
narrative as a dialogue and writing up the text of an oral interview. These tasks can articulate
students' highly verbal responses [20]. It mirrors the last stages of FL/SL language
development, which are intermediate and advanced fluency. In these stages, students gain an
excellent understanding of the language and can make true communications with other
competent speakers. Overall, it can be seen that the three R types of assessment we adopted in
our classroom teaching roughly stand in line with students' second language acquisition stages.
Recognition corresponds to the preproduction stage. Replication mirrors the early production
and speech emergence stage. Reorganization is in accordance with the intermediate and
advanced fluency stages. Therefore, the formative assessments we conducted in the classroom
teaching fit the young language learner's language acquisition process.

The reliability and validity of formative assessments conducted in my teaching context cannot
be well ensured. Although some of the formative assessment practices provide opportunities
for teachers to trace students' progress in using the target language for meaningful
communication, we must pay a close eye to the problems of reliability and validity of formative
assessments [21]. Somehow the reliability and validity of formative assessments are “ensured”
by the auditability of the procedure (leaving evidence of decision-making processes), by using
multiple tasks, by training judges to use clear criteria, and by triangulating any decision making
process with varied sources of data (for example, students, families, and teachers) [22]. As in
all other forms of assessment, the designers and users of formative assessments must make
every effort to structure the ways they design, pilot, analyze, and revise the procedures to
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demonstrate and improve the reliability and validity of the formative assessment procedures.
Assessments are not in and of themselves valid. Only when procedures of assessments are
designed in a clear, open, honest, convincing and demonstrable way, the reliability and validity
of them can be guaranteed [23]. However, in my teaching context, most of the formative
assessments are not well-designed and arranged. Therefore, their reliability and validity cannot
be ensured. Take the role-play performance assessment as an example, when we conduct it in
our teaching practice, we always lack the effective process of making criteria, evaluating
students' performance, giving feedback, and analyzing students' language achievement. In most
cases, to enable learners to engage in open communication, teachers always just set few
requirements for students' communication. They just ask them to pretend one student is
person A, the other is person B, and then make a dialogue with each other. There is no clear
criterion demonstrated about what makes an authentic dialogue and what students are
expected to achieve. After students finish making their conversations, it comes to the stage of
evaluation. Fluency, accuracy, and appropriacy are the three elements that contributing to an
authentic conversation [24]. However, fluency and appropriacy are difficult to assess. What
kind of fluency is seen as appropriate is hard to say, same as the appropriacy. As for accuracy,
although it is easy for teachers to judge whether there are some grammatical errors in a
conversation, the feedback is hard to give. A majority of scholars argue that teachers are not
expected to correct students' mistakes in their communication because when we study our first
language our parents seldom correct our pronunciation or grammar mistakes [25].They hold
the view that making mistakes is a necessary partin the learning process and a natural outcome
in the development of communication skills [26, 27]. Some other scholars argue that teachers
need to first judge what kind of errors students make and then decide whether we need to point
them out and correct them [28]. Touchie point out that performance errors are made because
of carelessness [29]. This type of error does not need teachers to correct. Learners can
overcome it by themselves with little effort. In comparison, competence errors are more severe
and made due to students' inadequate learning. This kind of error should be pointed out and
corrected by teachers. However, the difficulty lies in teachers' hardship in finding out whether
students make this mistake because of carelessness or inadequate learning. In young language
learners' EFL classes, most of the students are only able to make short conversations.
Consequently, most of the vocabularies in their conversations may only appear once. Under
that kind of circumstance, teachers always lack the evidence to estimate whether the mistakes
students make are performance errors or competence errors. Above all, it can be seen that there
is a dilemma in teachers' evaluation and feedback of formative assessment in CLT classrooms.
The final stage of the role play assessment is to analyze students' performance in the preceding
role-play activity and make the following educational decisions based on that. The problem in
this part is that in China, the class size is kind of big. As a result, it is unrealistic to assess each
student's conversation. Teachers can only select some students to display their
communications in front of the class. In general, students who would like to share their
communications are always those who are good at English. Those students who are not
confident in speaking or have some obstacles in successfully making conversations will not
raise their hands and giving a performance. They just stay silent. Consequently, sometimes,
advantaged students' performance may mislead the teacher to think that most of the students
have already mastered the knowledge and we can go on to study other content. However, the
reality might be that most students have not fully understood what the teacher has taught.
Therefore, the teacher's analysis of the formative assessment may not be accurate.

The summative assessment conducted in my teaching context does not align the teaching
method we adopted. The last few decades have witnessed a remarkable shift of teaching
methodology in EFL teaching contexts [30]. It changes from structural teaching approaches to
communicative teaching approaches. The new teaching approach recognizes that the
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cultivation of students' communicative competence should be put in a central place in the
English language teaching. Communicative competence is consisted of 4 parameters, which are
grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and strategic
competence [31]. As a result, the assessment of students' progress and achievement in EFL
learning should be designed to monitor students' communicative competence rather than
solely linguistic competence. However, the summative testing in my teaching context does not
experience the corresponding shift. It still focuses on testing students' mastery of linguistic
accuracy and discrete language points, rather than on communicative competence. One of the
pieces of evidence that can be used to prove it is that our summative language testing always
lacks the evaluation of students' spoken English. There are some obstacles prevent us from
conducting oral English test. First of all, in China, English teacher is responsible for too many
students and we do not have enough time for testing every student's spoken English. Normally,
in China, each English teacher teaches 3-5 classes. Every class is consists of 40-50 students. If
we implement the spoken English test, every teacher needs to test 120-250 students. That
would be very time-consuming. This problem might be tackled by using the Computer-assisted
language testing [32]. And the state of computers in my school is also adequate to carry out the
spoken English test. However, the problem lies in that in China we lack the domestic online oral
testing system which is designed for primary school students. Some people might suggest that
we may adopt the testing system developed in western countries like DIALANG test, CAL's Basic
English Skills Test, and Pearson's Versant, and so on. However, these soft wares are more
inclined to be not suitable to be used in the Chinese teaching context. The socioeconomic and
cultural elements in the test content or procedures may pose some problems on the validity of
inferences drawn about students' language competencies [33]. For example, children raised in
China may be unfamiliar with the spoken topic about the Easter festival or career day that is
known by most people in western countries. Another handicap in implementing oral English
tests is that, in China, there is a lack of a unified criterion in assessing students' spoken ability.
Without a clear set of criteria, teachers' evaluations might become very subjective. In
consequence, students may not able to get effective information from the summative
assessment. When they compare their performance with students who are assessed by another
teacher, they may not able to get an appropriate idea about their study level among their peers.
These difficulties inhibit teachers in my school from carrying out oral English tests for students,
which indirectly causing the mismatch between our testing techniques and teaching approach.

Apart from speaking, the listening test also does not align with the CLT approach. The
communicative language teaching approach emphasizes that we learn the language for
communication [34]. Therefore, when testing listening, we need to create various language
environments to imitate real-life listening environments. In accordance with that, when we test
the listening ability of students we may need to record the audio in the noisy background so
that imitate the normal English communication environment [35]. However, in reality, when
we assess young English learners' listening ability, nearly all schools only provide really clear
audio without any noise. That is because they are afraid the existence of noise will affect
students' score so that will do harm to the school's academic performance. Secondly, according
to Louhiala & Kankaanranta, most of the English conversations are conducted between non-
native speakers [36]. Therefore, as English learners, students need to be equipped with the
ability to comprehend the English spoken by people who have different linguistic backgrounds
[37]. As a result, in listening tests, test developers not only need to include the listening
materials created by native British English speakers or American English speakers but also
need to add the audios created by English speakers from other countries like Australia, India,
Singapore and so on. However, in my school, most of the listening materials used in summative
assessments adopt British or American English tapes, therefore lack the variety of different
English accents. Further, Rost argues that teachers need to assess students' various listening
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skills like the ability of constructing the main idea in a stretch of discourse, predicting
subsequent parts of the discourse at conceptual levels, and inferring links between two or more
propositions, etc [38]. Nevertheless, listening tests in primary schools still tend to focus on
testing student's ability to decode at the phoneme, syllable, and word level, with ignorance of
evaluating the top-down listening comprehension strategies [39]. Therefore, it can be
concluded that in my school the speaking and listening abilities of students are not tested in the
way that CLT commanded, although the teaching approach we adopt is the CLT. Assessment is
closely related to instructions in all academic settings. The alignment of the teaching approach
and testing procedure will bring some positive washback. However, the mismatch will leads to
the negative washback effects for teaching. When students realize that they are not tested in
the way they learn, they will become unwilling to cooperate in the curriculum [40]. Generally,
they will ignore any teaching content that is not directly related to the test and only pay
attention to the knowledge that will be tested [41]. Therefore, teachers should design the
summative assessment in accordance with the teaching method.

4. Conclusion

It is necessary to test learners in all academic settings, even for young ones. Assessments of
young language learners could help teachers know more about what the student has already
known and what they still need to know so that make more effective instructional decisions.
However, not all of the assessments conducted are suitable for evaluating young language
learners. In my teaching context, our assessment tools to learners exhibit both advantages and
shortcomings. The formative assessment procedure conducted in my teaching context well
caters to young language learners' language acquisition stages. However, they are not well
structured so that their reliability and validity cannot be well ensured. As for the summative
assessment, in my teaching context, the summative assessment implemented mismatches the
teaching method we adopt. Assessments in themselves are neither good nor evil. They are just
simple tools. The success of assessment depends on the effective selection and proper use by
teachers. Teachers must take clear eyes to look at all of these tools and carefully select the
appropriate assessment techniques according to their specific teaching method and students’
study status. Only in this way, the implementation of various assessments could give us the
information to trace, assist and reflect upon students' study journey in their learning process.
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