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Abstract—As a learning tool, formative assessment has attracted the attention of more and more researchers. 

Based on the writer’s own innovation with the tool and relevant research, this paper first describes the use of 

formative assessment in college English classrooms in China, then provides recommendations and discusses 

future directions. 
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Dissatisfaction with traditional assessment practices is widespread. Around the globe, educators are beginning to pay 

more attention to the assessments teachers use in classrooms on a daily basis as a powerful lever for raising student 

achievement. Many nations such as New Zealand, Scotland, England, and the United States have developed 

government-sponsored “Assessment for Learning” programs (Olson, 2005). In their search for alternative assessment 

practices, educators and practitioners have looked toward formative assessment (FA) as a foundation for improvement. 

Over the past two decades, a substantial body of research has been conducted to study FA globally (e.g., Gibbs & 

Simpson, 2004; Pausch & Popp, 1997; Black &William, 1998a/b; Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 1994; Guo & 

Yang, 2003; ARG, 1999; Xu, 2003; xue 2006; Zou & Cai, 2006). As an English teacher in a university in an 

underdeveloped Western area in China, in response to the College English teaching reform in China, I have also tried 

the implementation of FA in my classrooms. In this article, I will describe FA use in Chinese college English 

classrooms, provide recommendations and discuss future directions. 

I.  DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS 

FA, in its simplest form, is seen as formative and an assessment for learning. According to Ministry of Education, 

New Zealand (1994), in which assessment for learning has been an integral part of the national assessment strategy 

since 1999 (Olson, 2005), FA is defined as a range of formal and informal assessment procedures (for example, the 

monitoring of children‟s writing development, anecdotal records, and observations) undertaken by teachers in the 

classroom as an integral part of the normal teaching and learning process in order to modify and enhance learning and 

understanding. Cowie and Bell (1996) defined it as the process used by teachers and students to recognize and respond 

to student learning in order to enhance that learning, during the learning. In the extensive literature review Inside the 

black box, Black & William (1998b) put it as follows: 

Assessment‟ refers to all those activities undertaken by teachers, and by the students in assessing themselves, which 

provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged. 

Such assessment becomes „formative assessment‟ when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching to meet the 

needs. (p.2) 

These definitions indicate that formative assessment encompasses teacher observation, classroom discussion, and 

analysis of student work, including homework and tests. Specifically, FA strategies and techniques can range from 

engineering more-effective classroom discussions and questions, to providing more-specific feedback on students‟ 

papers, to engaging students in critiquing their own learning and that of their peers. And all those definitions and 

strategies share two characteristics: their results are used primarily to shape and adjust what happens next in classrooms, 

rather than to provide a grade or mark; and they aim to encourage, not discourage, student effort (Olson, 2005).  

Drawn from the above definitions, FA has the following characteristics: 

Multi-assessors: Teacher assessment, peer assessment and self assessment are all involved in the process of learning. 

Multi-assessing strategies and tools available: Testing and non-testing assessments, formal and informal procedures, 

numerous non-testing strategies, including classroom observations, portfolios, questionnaires, interviews, student 

conference and the like. 

More comprehensive in assessed contents: It not only assesses cognitive process (mastery of knowledge), but is 

concerned about learner feelings, behaviours, interests and attitudes. 

Developmental and personalized: FA is process-focused and for developmental purpose, not for comparison or 

selection. It pays more attention to the change in individual learners and respects learner differences and gives full play 

to learner potentials. 
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II.  USE OF FA IN COLLEGE ENGLISH CLASSROOMS 

Much research literature home and abroad has shown the positive impacts of formative assessment on student 

learning. For example, Black and William (1998a) conducted an extensive research review of 250 journal articles and 

book chapters winnowed from a much larger pool to determine whether FA raises academic standards in the classroom. 

Their findings show that efforts to strengthen FA produce significant learning gains as measured by comparing the 

average improvements in the test scores of the students involved in the innovation with the range of scores found for 

typical groups of students on the same tests. Effect sizes ranged between 0.4 and 0.7, with FA apparently helping 

low-achieving students, including students with learning disabilities, even more than it helped other students (Black & 

William, 1998b). Tan‟s (2004) empirical research has revealed that formative assessment is more effective than 

summative assessment to aid adult learners to master meta-cognitive strategies, strengthen students „motivation, form 

positive affect and improve students‟ performance in tests .These findings are assumed to be of great help for Chinese 

English learners because, of all the courses taken by college non-English majors, English can be said to be the course 

with the most low-achieving students, especially in colleges and universities in Western China: every year so many 

students enrolled in colleges with quite low English marks, so many students fail in the English final exams, so many 

students re-do CET-4 time and again. So if formative assessment can really raise student academic achievements, it is 

well worthwhile to be tried in the Chinese College English teaching context. 

Motivated by the previous research home and abroad, in response to the requirements of the new round of College 

English teaching reform in China, I tried to implement FA into Chinese College English classrooms through action 

research to improve students learning process. In this innovation, I combined FA and summative assessment, making 

FA and summative assessment weigh half respectively in the final score portion of the English course. My so doing is 

just because formative assessment and summative assessment are interactive and they seldom stand alone in 

construction or effect (Gipps, McCallum & Hargreaves, 2000) and assessment requires attention to outcomes but also 

and equally to the experiences that lead to those outcomes (Pausch & Popp, 1997). 

After 3 semesters‟ circular action research with altogether 227 students from 4 different majors, data collected from 

questionnaires, interviews, portfolio scripts, final reflection report scripts, and English final examinations have proved 

that the application of FA in College English classrooms does benefit students and it is really an assessment that 

strengthens students‟ intrinsic motivation. It is not only a tool for students to take responsibility for their own learning 

effectively, but a management tool for teachers to monitor students learning and make instructional adjustments, such as 

re-teaching, trying alternative instructional approaches, or offering more opportunities for practice (Black & William, 

1998a). 

Specifically, findings can be summed up as follows: 

First, it helps learners better understand the importance and the role of self evaluation in their learning. Through self 

evaluation, they know better their weaknesses and strengths, the gap between their current situation and their desired 

goal, the success criteria and thus make them take action to close the gap. 

Second, it is an effective means to strengthen and sustain students‟ motivation and effort and help build up 

low-achieving learners‟ self esteem. The variety of FA activities, either required or optional, provides a space and a 

platform for students to think and to perform creatively, to assert themselves fully. The multiple assessing agents 

provide them with opportunities of learning from others besides the teacher, opportunities of doing self reflection and 

evaluation and thus lead to self development. The combination of FA and summative assessment, and peer/self 

assessment results weighing in a certain portion in the final score can sustain learners‟ motivation, making them feel 

every effort is worth taking. 

Third, it makes students‟ learning strategies change from singular to multiple. Other than memorizing CET-4 

vocabulary list and doing CET4 practice tests, more cognitive and meta-cognitive strategies such as setting goals and 

plans, self reflection, cooperative learning, Internet chatting in English are effectively adopted. 

Fourth, it fosters student independent learning. FA takes into account any effort and progress students make, which 

leads to their autonomous extracurricular English learning. The extracurricular English learning not only makes up for 

the insufficient classroom learning time but leads to the variety of their language input channels, the larger amount of 

language input, and wider range of knowledge. Furthermore, it makes students pay more attention to the learning 

process and the cultivation and development of their comprehensive practical skills. 

Last, FA, if used appropriately and persistently, can raise student English achievements. This finding is more obvious 

with those classes taught by more experienced teachers. 

Besides the major findings listed above, the study also produced some other findings. For example, most students 

like their own portfolios very much, and want to keep them by themselves because “the portfolios bring me a sense of 

achievement” (student Interview). In terms of assessed tasks, students prefer more challenging and creative learning 

tasks such as oral presentation, movie response, mini-survey, group work and dislike mechanical learning items such as 

memorizing texts, copying words and phrases from the course books. Collaborative learning tasks enhance team work 

spirit and improve the relationship among students. Competition awareness between groups begins to form. Group 

members collaborate and coordinate for successful performance in class. Oral presentation, paired-dictation and 

paired-interview encourage more and more students to improve their pronunciation and intonation which tends to be 

neglected by non-English-majors. 
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III.  RECOMMENDATIONS AND PROSPECTS 

Current literature and practitioner reports cited throughout this article and my innovation indicate that educators and 

frontline teachers will continue to explore and develop formative assessment and the prospects for its use are promising. 

However, considering its acknowledged limitations characterized by time-consuming, labor extensive, low reliability 

(Xu, 2003; Zou & Cai, 2006; xue 2006), technical and professional (Xu, 2003), medium-long-term effect, those 

potential advantages and empowering impacts on students‟ learning will not occur on their own. Thus, recommended 

practices or initiatives to advance the use of FA are presented here. 

1. Joint efforts and collaborative work and effective use of self and peer evaluation should be available throughout 

the learning process. As mentioned above, one acknowledged limitation of FA is time consuming and labor intensive. 

Therefore, a lot of time and energy are required of teachers for the formulating of the assessment plan, the designing of 

learning tasks, the monitoring of the process and giving feedback. It is especially the case at the beginning of the 

innovation which involves student needs assessment and goal setting and success criteria making. Joint efforts of a 

group of teachers can solve the problem. Besides, effective use of self and peer evaluation are especially called for in 

the Chinese College English classrooms because of its large class sizes. On the one hand, the ability to self-assess is not 

only a core educational skill which is necessary for lifelong learning and which it is desirable to develop as part of 

higher education, but can also provide the opportunity to reduce staff workload (Boud, 1994); on the other hand, it is a 

means to reduce teacher‟s workload. 

2. FA strategy training for teachers is necessary because FA is professional. As a new educational assessment trend 

in China, FA requires the intervention of expertise and professionals so as to make it effective. Some data from this 

study shows the effects of FA are not so obvious with less experienced teachers‟ class. So without the guidance of 

systematically-developed cognitive theories, the design of teaching, learning and assessing activities is likely to ad hoc, 

unsystematic and ineffective in improving achievements for many students (Niemi, 1997). In other words, both theories 

and domains of knowledge and practice in which they are to be employed must be deeply understood. So it is essential 

that both in-service teachers and pre-service teachers have evidence-based education or training of FA. 

3. Involving students in making success criteria for learning tasks as well as sharing with them the learning outcomes 

are the crucial step. So doing can help them understand and achieve their goal better and make effective decisions to 

close the gap between their learning situation and the goal. 

4. All assessed tasks or activities should account for one proportion in the FA. Doing so may make students believe 

every effort they put in the activity is rewarding while making decisions. But it has to be cautioned that being rough is 

preferable over being specific and letter grade is better than scoring, because marks or grades alone produce no learning 

gains and students gain the most learning value from assessment when feedback is provided without marks or grades 

(Crooks, 2001). 

5. Quality feedback and self-assessment are always the key concepts and factors of FA. Feedback should be given 

regularly, timely and it should be specific and encouraging because feedback given as part of FA helps learners become 

aware of any gaps that exist between their desired goal and their current knowledge, understanding, or skill and guides 

them through actions necessary to obtain the goal (Ramaprasad, 1983; Saldler, 1989). And specific and encouraging 

feedback is the most helpful type of feedback to students because the specific comments about errors and specific 

suggestions for improvement encourages students to focus their attention thoughtfully on the task rather on simply 

getting the right answer (Bangert-Drowns, Kulick, & Morgan, 1991; Elawar & Corno, 1985). This type of feedback 

may be particularly helpful to lower achieving students because it emphasizes that students can improve as a result of 

effort rather than be doomed to low achievement due to some presumed lack of innate ability because FA helps support 

the expectation that all children can learn to high levels and counteracts the cycle in which students attribute poor 

performance to lack of ability and therefore become discouraged and unwilling to invest in further learning (Ames, 

1992; Vispoel & Austin, 1995). 

As for self-assessment, it is recognized as a formative process leading to self-development (Klennowski, 1996). 

According to Entwistle (1993), when students are engaged in evaluating their own work, they are thinking about what 

they have learned and how they learn. They are consequently more aware of their thinking and learning processes which 

encourages a deep, as opposed to a surface, approach to learning. These are processes which need to be fostered if we 

wish students to succeed (National Commission On Education, 1993). 

To conclude, with so many potential advantages and benefits empirically and theoretically and recognized as 

assessment for learning instead of assessment of learning by so many researchers, FA is strongly recommended to be 

integrated into College English classrooms in China as a necessary supplement to summative assessment. Its 

appropriate use will produce substantial and empowering impact on student learning. 
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